CHAPTER 1.  

THE HISTORY OF LIFE NARRATIVES IN SOCIAL SCIENCES.

1.1 Introduction


There is much work done on the post-Soviet transition of the 1990s by a broad spectrum of experts – economists, political scientists, sociologists and cultural studies scholars. Such a broad spectrum is commensurate with the nature of the phenomenon – huge social change in a mammoth country that gave up on its seventy-year history of building a communist utopia and on its super-power claims. The history of the post-Soviet transition is a complex and contentious political topic: scholars, politicians and ordinary citizens could not come to an agreement on how such a transition should have been accomplished. Needless to say that the state lost control over the processes it triggered more than once. This led to a soaring rate of inflation, a dramatic drop of GDP, industrial collapse, nationalist movements in the Soviet republics and their independence, which caused significant territorial, economic and human losses for the former Soviet empire. Was this a natural outcome of the seventy-year long socialist development, or a temporary crisis that could have been resolved through wise government policies, or the result of the plot of capitalist intelligence to undermine Soviet grandeur? Almost everything about the transition is contested ground. 


The 1990s are a unique and very distinguishable bridge spanning two different banks - the Soviet and post-Soviet – which every Soviet citizen crossed. The point of arrival was very different from what almost everybody expected and the experience of living through this decade is stored in biographical narratives. More than a couple of decades later, there is still an on-going debate in Russian society over the representation of this period in textbooks, modern history book,s and mass media. One radical pole highlights the positive aspects of the change that refreshed the stagnant atmosphere of the 1970s and 1980s. The abrupt change and widespread hopes for freedom and new opportunities earned the 1990s decade the nickname vesiolye devianostye (the merry 1990s). For the other radical pole that focuses on the chaos and destruction of the social fabric of life, the 1990s were very disturbing years and they were rightly called likhie devianostye (the troubled 1990s). They brought about the feeling of crisis in everyday life experienced by ordinary people in a gamut of ways. The discourse on “complete disintegration” and “total collapse” was the leading theme of the Russian conversation in the early 1990s (Ries 1997, Shevchenko 2009). Without doubt, they were both because the good and the bad were inseparable: economic collapse coexisted with new opportunities; ideological collapse gave way to creation of diverse and personally meaningful ideologies; and the public debate of the late 1980s allowed for the creation of diverse discourses on family, leisure, consumption, the meaning of life, and gender roles to name a few.


The purpose of my research is to turn upside-down the perspective on what we know about the complex interaction of economic, political and social processes of the post-Soviet transition and present it through the lens of subjective experiences. On the one hand, this will allow us to demonstrate the cumulative effect of these changes upon the lives of individual actors. On the other, it will reveal a paradoxical situation: during the chaos of post-Soviet transition, many people enjoyed living very eventful and fulfilling lives as they actively explored the new social terrain. I will elaborate on this paradox in more depth because it promises to reveal some important features about the nature of biographical narrative production not so much as a report but as a creative act. It offers individuals control over shaping their experiences into a coherent story by constructing its overall meaning.  

1.1 The Research Question


This research investigates the social and cultural genealogy of the post-Soviet present, the complexities of continuity and change, and the production and reproduction of social life, values, and practices. My aim is to offer insight into “writing” capitalism over socialism through the lives of social actors by closely looking at narratives of a particular generation – the last Soviet generation. By tracking down the complex interaction between the macro-scale processes that affected masses of ordinary people and micro-scale changes in individual lives, I contribute an alternative perspective on Soviet and post-Soviet history that is traditionally written by the powerful elites. Looking at individual efforts to salvage meaningful parts of their Soviet past, to survive as economic actors and as moral beings, and investigate new opportunities, the research inductively explores:

· How was the last Soviet generation affected by the post-Soviet changes and how did it participate in unmaking/remaking socialism? 

· How did members of this generation integrate the contradictory discourses and moralities of capitalism into their life narratives?

· How is national history present in individual stories?


This research adds a generational perspective to the genealogy of the contemporary Russian present. Studies of post-colonial or post-socialist transition within political science and economics traditionally focus on macro-level social processes and less often on social actors, and those who do generally operate with the concept of an ageless subject with an abstract social experience. Sociology and anthropology can contribute knowledge about the micro-level processes and individual experiences, which are never completely unique. In addition, I want to argue with representation of the

 Russian people mainly as sufferers of the social chaos or explorers of the new consumer world. This is not to say that they did not face challenges on multiple levels during the transition but the economic instability was offset by intense exploration of the new fields of productivity and self-discovery that are captured by life narratives of the last Soviet generation. Finally, my goal is to present the post-Soviet transition from different social positions and through the lens of experience lived by masses of ordinary people before it has been forgotten or completely appropriated by the current powerful groups, who promote the narrative of progress and 'natural development' of the Russian history within the world history of capitalism. Revolution, from their perspective, was deemed to fail as an unnatural disruption of the universal historical laws. Thus, Russian history is retold in their voice and from their perspective.

1.2 Generations in Social Sciences


Studies of generational cohorts highlight how different cultures organize the life-cycle of individuals and ceremonies that mark the rites of passage (Van Gennep 1960, Erik Erikson 1982). Sociologist Karl Mannheim suggested looking at generations as socio-historical groups constructed by historically ordered experiences, which create common and shared memories since members of the same generation experience historical events and processes at the same age (1952). Anthropologist Sherry Ortner reconstructed the life trajectories of her own class of 1958 to demonstrate how this cohort of socio-historical actors experienced and participated in the social change in America between the 1950s and the 1980s. This change was brought about through many ideas, imaginings, practices and the “interplay between people’s lives, the formations that made them and the formations that, willy-nilly, they played a role in reproducing or changing.” (2003: 8) Members of this particular cohort shared, opposed or reworked cultural notions prevalent at the particular historical period (i.e., success). Another anthropologist, Lisa Rofel, researched three generational cohorts at a Chinese silk factory. She demonstrated how femininity and desires were shared within each of these cohorts and how different generations accepted or contested state projects (1999). Rofel's work raised interesting questions of generational commonalities though it was criticized for exaggerating “the extent to which the members of each cohort share common identities, attitudes and behaviour and the degree to which these differ in kind from those expressed by other cohorts” (Sargeson 2001). 


Another conceptualization of generations is developed by the Russian sociologists Levada and Dubin (2005) looking at the generation of shestidesiatniki (the “sixtiers”). Age was not the leading factor for this cohort: it was a group of people of different ages who shared hopes about the possibility of 'true' communism and participated in the social activism of Khrushchev's thaw. Generations, thus, can also be constructed around additional factors, such as a character-forming event (the war generation) or a particular set of ideas (the “sixtiers”). 


The generation of the Soviet people who came after “the sixtiers” was labeled deti zastoia (the children of stagnation) for a number of reasons: they had no “inaugural” event or ideas around which to build their identity. The same generation was named “the last Soviet generation” after the collapse of the Soviet Union. The last Soviet generation, which I will further use without the quotation marks, is based on Mannheim's concept of historically formed generations. This generation unites people born in the 1960s (between the late 1950s and early 1970s), whose formative years coincided with Brezhnev’s zastoi (stagnation), a period of Soviet history characterized by political and economic stability and a “social contract”
 between the state and the people. 


Alexei Yurchak focuses on the last Soviet generation in his study of the paradoxes of “late socialism” of the 1970s and mid-1980s and the performative shift of socialist ideology, which looked immutable from the outside. He explores how individuals re-appropriated meanings of the dominant discourse but also unanchored and displaced them: in some contexts these meanings were taken seriously and in others performed formally. Soviet people were not “actors in masks” but were constantly debating inside themselves and negotiating with people surrounding them whether the activity they were engaged in was a meaningful one or not. “Having a normal life was…predicated on participating in the performative reproduction of the system’s authoritative forms and representations. Reproducing the system and participating in its continuous displacement were mutually constitutive processes” (2006: 283). The non-binary dynamic approach to the position occupied by Soviet agents “that was simultaneously inside and outside of the rhetorical discourse, neither simply in support nor simply in opposition of it” (288) elucidated the paradox that the collapse of communism seemed completely unexpected and yet completely unsurprising. My research follows the last Soviet generation into the first two decades of transition and market reforms through individual experiences and changing trajectories after the collapse of socialism. However, I look at the Soviet parts of their lives to seek what economic, educational, cultural and other resources they accumulated before the beginning of the socialist collapse and how they used them. 


The life-cycle of the last Soviet generation is of interest for this research. Their coming of age in the late 1970s - early 1980s was marked by individual freedoms broader than ever in Soviet history (the spread of samizdat and black market activities) but also growing shortages of consumer goods. Memories of ubiquitous deficit,
 humiliating experiences in long lines for food and consumer goods,
 and deteriorating public services do not allow many of its members to get very nostalgic about the Soviet everyday life and living standards. Bad memories are inseparable from good memories of Soviet stability and social security, highly valued in hindsight although memory is not a very reliable tool and individuals can selectively forget the good or the bad things about socialism. 


Perestroika of the mid-1980s and economic transition came at an early stage of this generation's professional careers, when it was easy to leave the occupational field and experiment with new opportunities, change jobs, go into the private sector or into entrepreneurship. The structural and economic chaos of the 1990s considerably disrupted this generation's professional and employment history: the accumulation of professional experience and career development were impeded by reorganization and closure of state institutions, and business opportunities were explored when entrepreneurship was risky and businesses closed at a high rate. By 1994, a vast majority of people tried and gave up on entrepreneurship (Korovitsyna 1999). People had to restart their careers from scratch, sometimes more than once, lowering their professional and social status to ensure survival of their family members, and not everyone could regain their social positions in the new post-Soviet hierarchy. But since this generation's most active years fell in the 1990s, the choices that members of this generation made during that decade and their actions were important to understand which parts of the Soviet past were reproduced and how social change was enacted. Members of this generation are currently in their forties and fifties, approaching retirement age, and they prioritize stable employment with maximum pay that will ensure a higher state pension because they face serious difficulties competing in the job market with younger people.


I also belong to the last Soviet generation and have first-hand experience of living in the 1990s. I encountered many transition processes that I have described here through working and living in Moscow as an illegal resident (Moscow had many barriers from the Soviet times to prevent newcomers from obtaining an official resident status). I worked for a homeless program of Doctors Without Borders in Moscow and later in three European projects of technical assistance. The 1990s were a period of large-scale experimentation in creating new models for institutions and the Russian government was eager to improve the quality of public and private services. Having an insider's perspective of how projects were implemented, I saw the resistance, vested interests, financial bottlenecks and power struggles that impeded the success of projects. Charity work brought me in contact with individuals from the new vulnerable social groups (ex-convicts, the disabled, the poor, the homeless) and it got me interested in the processes that shaped the lives of ordinary people. My research interests were a continuation of my professional work: understanding post-Soviet change required taking apart and then synthesizing the effect of multiple transition processes that changed people's lives simultaneously, but also distinguishing which aspects of individual lives were transformed more and which remained untouched. My research, thus, has two goals: it is an attempt to 'populate' abstract social processes and to present the picture of tremendous change as it was experienced by one person in a particular social position. 

1.3  Ethnographies of socialism and post-socialism


Eastern Europe was the realm of political science during the Cold War era and this disciplinary distribution created specific ways of doing research and accumulating knowledge about the Soviet Union. Scholars politicized and sharpened the divide between Western and Soviet realities, such as freedom of speech versus censorship, freedom versus coercion and control, individualism versus collectivism. From the Western perspective, Soviet subjects were dominated by the state and pictured as victims or automatons. Needless to say, foreign academics were not officially allowed to live in any country of the Eastern European block and communicate with ordinary people so it was impossible for outsiders to create ethnographies of socialism during its time. Journalist articles and books written by foreign correspondents in Moscow, who lived there for extended periods of time and had a chance to meet some people in unofficial settings, were the only way the Western public could learn what the Russians were like in everyday life. An excellent example of documentary journalism with an ethnographic component is the book by New York Times correspondent in Moscow Hedrick Smith The Russians (1975). 


Soviet censorship of all publications imposed tight control over what could be said about  Soviet life and people and all publications bore a formulaic ideological frame that excluded the possibility of learning what Soviet life really was like. Soviet official biography was another tool of social control and self-censorship and was not very informative about individual experiences either (Voronkov and Chikadze 2003). 


The fall of the Iron Curtain and Gorbachev's glasnost (openness) ended the censorship and opened opportunities for Western scholars, including anthropologists, to conduct research in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe. However, doing anthropology in Eastern Europe had low prestige inside the discipline because of the allure of the “primitive” worlds. All research was traditionally done in Oceania, Africa or among Native Americans (Verdery 1996). The absence of academic advisers with anthropological training and experience in Eastern Europe and Russia delayed the preparation of younger scholars when the ban on travel was removed. 


The field of post-Soviet anthropology was created in the 1990s and has been developing ever since. The unique historical moment of “unmaking socialism” and the multidimensional concurrent economic, political, and social changes got into the focus of sociological and anthropological research. The bulk of ethnographic projects focused on the chaos caused by the economic transition: involution and return to non-monetary transactions, barter and pools of trust characteristic of feudalism (Humphrey 2002); the new patterns of consumption of the new rich and the effects of privatization on the creation of new urban spaces (Humphrey and Buchli 2007, Paxson 2005, Pattico 2008); and a gamut of ways the post-socialist crisis disrupted everyday life, including how different ways of speaking were valued (Bilaniuk 2005).   


One of the large on-going debates in the field is about the Soviet people: what did it mean to be Soviet? How was Sovietness performed, experienced and abandoned? And if so, was it a mask? Scholars who previously focused on the period of Stalinism that was the most researched and theorized part of Soviet history and who traditionally looked at the Stalin subject as a unique ideological project could apply their ideas to the later social formation – the Soviet person of the 1970-1980s (Hoffman 1994, 2003; Fitzpatrick 1999, 2005; Kotkin 1991). The mental map of the Soviet person of those decades remained terra incognita for Western social science and even for Soviet academics.


The most important contributors to the field were Alexei Yurchak and Natalia Kozlova. Yurchak suggested dropping the dichotomies, such as “truth or lie,” “real face or mask” and addressing the complex and mutually constitutive relationship between the dominant Soviet discourse and the agent outside these dichotomies. The agent, he claimed, was not a passive recipient of the ideology, nor a cowardly liar hiding behind the mask; Soviet people actively reworked the meaning of the ideological slogans and rituals and decided which ones were meaningful for them and which had to be merely reproduced because these were the inevitable rules of social life. As a result, Soviet life appeared to be much more harmonious while remaining paradoxical, especially for a Western outsider, because the realities that constituted that life “existed both in harmony with the state’s announced goals and in spite of them” (283). This capacity of people to create hidden ways to resist domination without open confrontation (Scott 1990) but also to appropriate and rework the hegemonic script investing personal meanings into it raises the question whether hegemony in a Gramscian sense is ever possible. 


Yurchak's ideas about the harmony between subjects and the state ideological rituals were not accepted by everyone in the field. His opponents provided evidence of people remembering the hypocrisy inherent in the Soviet ideological life and inhabiting a world of double-standards. (Voronkov  and Zdravomyslova 2004, Levada 1993). Soviet hypocrisy can also be approached from the agent's perspective using Goffman's ideas of the dynamic relationship between the social actor and the role, where the actor can sometimes be a cynical player when he does not believe the role he is playing but at other times he can believe in the role and coincide with it (1963). 


Kotkin looked at Soviet identity as a system of rules created by Soviet society; he pointed out that people used them with unpredictable creativity (1995). This creativity was enhanced by the cultural models of self that the particular society had created over time – some canonical and some not, some official and some not, some positive and some not. In every society, including the Soviet and the post-Soviet, individuals and social subgroups are constantly working and reworking these models and rules of selfhood and living by the models of their “imagined communities.” Kozlova (2005) acknowledged that scholars know incredibly little about who the Soviet people were. She developed the idea of a polyphonic reality as she looked closely at diaries and letters from the People's Archive and their connection to various social spaces constructed by the contradictory Soviet history. But her main argument is methodological – the necessity to do micro-research rather than broad generalizations about the Soviet people before and after the transition. 


 The post-Soviet change was radical and lacked a clear destination point, it also happened so fast that the society temporarily lost its sense of direction and fell into “in-betweenness.” The society experienced symbolic shortages, i.e., shortages of words to categorize and define the new social identities. Oushakine called this the “post-Soviet aphasia” or a temporary loss of speech. (2000) Ries argued, on the contrary, that everyday talk was an important tool during the most difficult years that allowed people to keep control, even symbolically, of their lives when everything else was in a state of “complete disintegration” (1997). 


Another important theoretical conversation in the field of post-Soviet anthropology is the conversion of Soviet to post-Soviet spaces and the emergence of new notions of public and private space. These notions are based on reworking and editing the collective memory (Halbwash 1992) and the invention of tradition (Hobsbawm 1983). Symbolic and interpretative anthropology and cultural studies explored  the semiotics of everyday life (Boym 1994, Berdahl et al. 1989). Soviet cities, streets, and homes visibly changed over the two decades of post-socialism and the culture of consumption created a plethora of new glossy spaces: supermarkets, boutiques, chain-stores and also prestigious cafes, clubs, gyms and heath resorts. The everyday life of the citizens who could afford it got closer to the standards of Western life and new class identities were created around symbolic consumption. Layers of contradictory national history resulted in the creation of polyphonic spaces and utilized a new set of national symbols (Grant 2008). 


Finally, sociologists contributed to post-Soviet studies by researching new social groups that emerged and their relationship with the new state: the new elites (Kryshtanovskaya 2005), criminal groups that sprang up and replaced the weak state protecting the interests of private businesses (Volkov 2002), tensions between the state bureaucrats and entrepreneurs (Paneyakh 2008), and the corruption and blat that have plagued Russia since Peter the Great's reforms (Ledeneva 1998, 2000). Often the work of these sociologists included ethnographic elements and made valuable contributions to the field of post-Soviet studies. 


I see a gap in the literature about the transition when looking at the micro-level processes of social change and at the role of individuals in enacting it. This is where biographical narratives can offer a really holistic understanding of what it meant to be caught in such a dramatic upheaval as the collapse of the communist idea. Micro-situations contain a level of detail missing in macro-scale studies, they are instruments of greater magnification and show a picture with a focus on human acts at the expense of structural limitations. “Researchers, mainly historians, who study in detail specific events and personalities, might be expected to see the object of their study rapidly moving through a dramatic series of human decisions… But once we step back, the kaleidoscopic combinations of human acts and fleeting events may acquire a pattern that looks slower and pretty structural” (Derluguian 2005:158). My research is using life histories as a topic but also as a method to study the transition micro-processes: the role of agents in enacting them offers a subjective, socially positioned, and richly detailed portrait of people at a particular time and place and an insight into how larger-scale processes are embodied and operationalized in individual lives. 

1.4 Life Narrative Studies in Social Sciences

As I mentioned before, life histories can be both a topic and a research method to study social phenomena. The value of life histories has been differently framed in different academic disciplines and reflected the prevalent theoretical trends and historical categories of research. Positivism and the emphasis on universal patterns and rationality viewed life histories with suspicion and placed them outside the boundaries of academic research. The 'textual turn' in the 1970s and critical and feminist studies in the 1980s moved the boundaries of social sciences: feminist epistemology modernized social theory by arguing for situated and partial knowledge (Harraway 2004). Feminist scholars made a series of ground-breaking contributions to many fields, which firmly positioned life narratives and biographical methods within the boundaries of social science. They also pointed to a systemic exclusion of personal accounts of many ‘invisible’ social groups (women, subalterns, migrants), which created a skewed picture of social ‘reality,’ and added experiences that were ‘edited out’ by traditional research methods in order to challenge the dominant theories (Steedman 1994, Gluck and Patai 1991). They pointed out the hidden power relations between the researcher and the subject, where one was viewed as the 'knower' and the other as 'the object of knowledge.'   A particularly important contribution of feminist scholars was that they shook the foundations of positivism as “a view from nowhere” (Hesse-Biber, Leavy and Yaiser 2004) and raised questions about the limitations of categories in which knowledge is produced. All these contributions were crucial for accepting biographical research into academic fields. Sociology and anthropology shared interest in micro-situations and personal narratives but they  differed in methodology and in the location of their research subjects. Anthropologists traditionally worked with small societies based on oral tradition, while sociologists studied mainstream or marginal groups in industrial societies. Within sociology, biographical research focused on the connection between social and historical macro- and micro-processes that shaped the lives of individuals, reproduction of social and cultural capital in families or the loss of this capital in revolutions (Bertaux 1996, 1997). Other systemic studies of biography included research on actors' positions inside social and historical processes (Derluguian 2005, Sztompka 1991). 

Biographical studies in all social sciences connect individual experiences with social processes and offer insight into subjective meanings of human activity and ways of framing personal events using cultural and discursive resources developed in society. My work uses the framework of feminist studies in acknowledging the value of partial and socially-positioned knowledge but I also look at individual experiences structurally and seek to “zoom out” and get a broader perspective on the conditions that made them possible.

1.4 Strengths of life histories

The strengths of a life narrative lie in bringing together the inner and the outer world and the focus on the individual whose voice has been weakened by authoritative academic discourses. Life narrative is a particularly contentious topic when it comes to representation because it raises the question of ownership: who owns it? Who gives the researcher the right to use, rework, or interpret it? The question of the voice and voice-over, i.e., the narrator and the interpretater of the narrative, is more important here than in other types of work. I will discuss this in greater detail later.

Life narrative includes indecision, confusion, and contradictions, which give a greater sense of process to a life as well as a more ambiguous, complex, and chaotic view of reality. It goes to the heart of what it is to be human, presenting more “rounded” and believable characters than the flat and linear characters from other forms of qualitative inquiry (Hatch and Wisniewski 1995:116). Life narratives do get dangerously close to literature, which is dominated by the first-person narrative and which engages in showing different ways of seeing and narrating the world. Similarities between literature and ethnographies based on life narratives also include the fact that both narratives - of fictional characters and of real people – are told from their social positions and reflect historical discourses (Scott 1992). But the methods of presentation and the claim to truth are different for literary fiction and for anthropology. The power of literature lies in using the mechanism of catharsis by drawing the reader into the story to identify with the protagonist and then taking him or her through a conflict in which the reader's moral views and feelings clash with actions of the fictional character (Vygotsky 1971). The power of anthropological work is based on a real-life encounter with the story-teller and the construction of an intersubjective space for understanding each other. Biographical narratives allow me to show multiple perspectives on the post-Soviet transition rather than to use abstract actions and agents.  

Language and meaning-making in self-narratives are linked to subjectivity and identity, which is a growing field in social studies. Bruner argues that when it comes to autobiography, narrative and identity are so intimately linked that each constantly and properly gravitates into the conceptual field of the other (1987). Theoretical debates about the genealogy of the modern subject and the loss of coherence in its life-trajectory tend to become too abstract unless they are supported by specific life narrative research. The main theorists of post-modern consciousness, Jameson and Senneth, stress the importance of self-narrative of a contemporary subject because of the rapid transitions and loss of tradition in modern society: “[T]he capacity for coherent self-narration is constantly under assault in late capitalism and must be preserved and restored…” (Ortner 2006:125). Russian history offers another challenge for its subjects. Historians and anthropologists who work with self-writing and self-narration dating back to the 1917 revolution or the early years of Stalinism or Nazism show how individuals debated for themselves the whole question of becoming what was expected from them by the power and different degrees of coherence of self juggling incommensurable social roles and multiple identities (Fritsche 2008, Hellbeck 2006, Hoffman 2002, Salnikova 2002, Fitzpatrick 2005).

And finally, life narratives have greater potential to develop collaborative modes of engagement in which greater control and status is given to the subject. “The element that distinguishes narrative and life history work from other kinds of qualitative research is its dialogical, discursive nature. Narrator and researcher achieve mutual understanding, or intersubjectivity” (Hatch & Wisniewski 1995: 117). In relation to this, life narrative research has the potential to develop knowledge that has relevance and meaning to subjects and to produce a unique picture of subject-centered experiences. Life narratives reveal what theory means in practice and where practice contradicts theory (Steedman 1994, Borland 1991, Harding 1986).

I believe in the potential of life narratives to contribute to the creation of a comprehensive picture of social life when the voices of social actors are added to abstract social processes. However, I have to acknowledge that life histories have a number of limitations, like almost any research method, and the researcher should be aware of then. I will discuss the main problems of life narratives below.

1.6 Limitations of life narratives

Despite the vast amount of research on life narratives, there are important criticisms that need to be addressed as we assess the potential of life narratives as data or methodology. Their weaknesses are, not surprisingly, a continuation of their strengths. The main criticisms are of the degree of reliability of this type of data, how generalizable and representative it can be, and in whose voice it should be presented. We should also have in mind the impossibility of developing a standardized methodology for analyzing this kind of narrative, which I will address in the methodology section.

Problem 1:  Facts and truth(s)
 


Social sciences study real people and not fictional characters. A real person is someone whose existence is certified by vital statistics (Eakin 1999). Societies design ways of converting raw events of life into verifiable documents that possess official endorsement for being “facts” (birth and marriage certificates, resumes and work record books) and that have a privileged status in trustworthiness. (Linde 1984). But actors can reinvent themselves and create false identities by manipulating and falsifying their records so the factuality of the written records can be questioned (Fitzpatrick 2005). Personal events that go into life narratives are mostly non-verifiable: “the reader or listener of life histories is basically unable to determine whether a description of a past life is of what really happened, or what the subject only imagines his or her past to be” (Osterland 1983). However, oral historians and social scientists who work with this data have to accept that limitation: narratives are viewed as fragments of reality shaped by a particular viewpoint and subjectivity but nevertheless representative of that reality (Scott 1992).

  
Another important aspect characteristic for this data is the distinction between 'historical truth' and 'narrative truth.' Historians search for multiple perspectives of an event and use its depiction from memoirs and biographical narratives. But usually 'historical truth' is additionally supported by external evidence – documents, administrative records, reports of other observers – and is open to accuracy or reality check (Thompson 1978). 'Narrative truth,' which oral historians and anthropologists deal with, means accepting the story without searching for external validation but treating it as a subjective picture of reality through the eyes of the storyteller. Avoided topics, even lying, when detected, can thus provide insights into culturally disapproved discourses and add to the nuanced picture of ‘reality’ constructed or contested among several actors (Viswesvaran 1994). In my research I soon discovered that men rarely mentioned drinking and alcoholism, which were widespread, or infidelity, but these topics were often discussed by their spouses. Life histories are an amazing resource about events that would never have been officially recorded and, thus, open access to unofficial transcripts of everyday lives.


There is a continuum from a verifiable realistic account to a fictional biography and life narratives lie somewhere in the middle. As I mentioned before, fictional biographies do not make a claim on ‘reality’ and factuality. But the border between fictional and non-fictional life is porous: fictional accounts can use real facts or an imaginary account of a frequently occurring event, which makes “what is ‘fiction’ and what is ‘faction’ hard to distinguish” (Plummer 2001:398). 


The debate on the relative importance of factuality for documentary writing and making claims on truth was complicated by the debate around the book I, Rigoberta Menchu (Burgos 1984). The book caused a sensation and made its protagonist a star but the controversy that ensued when its factual evidence was questioned is still unresolved. For example, if the book exaggerated the poverty of Menchu’s family does this undermine its struggle and losses from the Guatemalan army, whose crimes during the civil war remained unquestionable? Proponents of the book declared that the Eurocentric focus on factuality and disregard of testimonio, a Latin American genre of presenting the collective experience as a personal story, explains the contradictions between the “facts” and the story. This unresolved controversy became an example of the complex work that goes into turning a multidimensional reality into a narrative and the subjective presentation of the events in the biographical story. It highlighted the need for cultural sensitivity in analyzing cross-cultural life stories and a good knowledge of cultural genres ( testimonio in Latin America or ‘speaking bitterness’ in China).
 An anthropologist must take many different perspectives and not only demonstrate how economic and political arrangements impinge on the person, but also place the story into the oral and literary cultural tradition of the group (Crapanzano 1984).


My research deals with telling the life story, which is a social process shaped by a variety of factors that need to be taken into consideration. For instance, the story-teller makes subtle changes to the story to move a particular audience or to negotiate frames and evaluations.  An eloquent story may be factually flawed but it is still better than a boring and factually true one (Bauman 1986, Polanyi 1989). Linde states that the act of constructing the story follows some conventions: chronological order (though flashbacks are acceptable), avoidance of contradictory stories (even if the ‘lived life’ never follows immediately clear causality) and selection of mutually supporting stories. But the most important thing is that telling one's life story demonstrates some degree of intimacy and cannot be fully elicited in the early stages of a relationship between the researcher and the narrator.

Problem 2. Generalizability and Typicality 


Another critique of life narrative studies is the lack of their representative value. Early studies in anthropology sought to describe a typical person who would stand for the whole group (Radin 1920).  

Among historians working with personal histories, some looked for statistically stereotypical (‘modal’) biographies, others described atypical cases to argue for the heterogeneity of any socio-cultural conditions (Bessmertnyi and Boitsov 1999). Microhistories offered a broad spectrum of variations within and outside common patterns and showed the fragmentation, contradictions of normative systems and the plurality that makes all systems fluid and open (Ginsburg 1980, Levi 1991). Microhistorians have turned to narrative as an analytical tool and a research method to study the “normal exception,” i.e., people who did not follow the beaten social path, and the subjective nature of historical discourse. Looking for a balance between the unique and the typical in individual life narrative, the Russian anthropologist Kozlova advised researchers to look at both: to contextualize, compare, and link the life history with statistical and demographic data where possible, but limiting our knowledge to the stereotypical will prevent our understanding of the range of possibilities in a given society (2005).


The debate on whether one person’s life can represent a particular society and culture is open.  Despite the huge success of Oscar Lewis’ The Children of Sanchez in America, it created an outrage in Mexico. Critics of the book asked why the most impoverished family had to represent everyone.  Margaret Mead, on the contrary, believed the opposite, arguing that a great deal can be learned about culture through any randomly selected person as long as the researcher describes their social position and individual characteristics. A good example of that approach comes from The Forest of Symbols (Turner 1967), where the story of a marginal character in the Ndembu group is contextualized by looking at reasons for his exclusion and marginality. Sociologists, who are under higher disciplinary pressure for representative value, qualify specific aspects of an individual's story as typical or unique (Mizrachi 1999). Mizrachi analyzed one story but constantly compared how common it was with other stories moving between individual and typical. Anthropologist Shostak reframed that problem of generalizability by saying that anthropologists collect life stories not from typical individuals but from the people they befriended or those who had interesting things to say (1989). 


My study focuses on the lives of ordinary people, men and women, the most numerous group that is traditionally represented in post-Soviet studies en masse and hidden behind the statistics. There is little attempt to give them a ‘face’ in economics or macro-scale sociology and their actions and decisions are lost in representations using the ‘bird’s view’ perspective. That is why this research zooms in and presents enlarged pictures ‘on the ground.’ I believe that this micro-level approach provides a nuanced story of the process of living through the unprecedented change and the voices of those who have important things to say but would have never been heard otherwise.

Problem 3. Narrative Voice


A life history interview is a human encounter where one person claims the authority to study the other. Whose story is it? Who speaks for whom and with what authority? And who benefits from the research? In early anthropology, the standards of academic work allowed for the authoritative voice of the researcher to dismiss the voice of the storyteller. In The Children of Sanchez (1961), Lewis left the interviewees to talk uninterrupted and completely removed his commentaries and analysis making the book a huge transcript open to multiple readings. This was severely criticized by positivists for not being scientific, lacking expert commentary, and being too close to literature. A reader unacquainted with Mexican rural life and the historical period could benefit by learning about the social, cultural and historical context (Denzin cited by Hatch and Wisniewski 1995). But the book raised the questions of the power of the researcher to produce his ‘voice-over’ and control the transcript that were later further developed by feminist theories.


To bring life narratives into academic discourse is to find a balance between the voice of the storyteller and the researcher's comments, contextualization, and analysis that will not destroy the story.   

The desire to “give voice” to socially marginal people, disdained groups, and individuals with  “spoiled identities” (Goffman 1963), who regularly seek opportunities to appear before others in the light of their own interpretations, brings life history close to social activism. Feminist scholars, who  an important question - who owned the story after it had been told, highlighted the unequal power relations in the field and unequal benefits for the researcher and the researched but also the power of the researcher to edit the story or reconfigure it for his or her personal and academic interests (Myerhoff 2007). One of the possible roles for an anthropologist working with life narratives is that of a culturally sensitive translator, who opens the text to different audiences (Behar 1993). Behar creates a hybrid form that inscribes the doubled voices of a native speaker and a translator. Shortly before her death, Myerhoff suggested writing life histories in ‘the third voice,’ a voice that will weave the voices of the researcher and the storyteller and make them indistinguishable bringing the process of writing a life narrative closer to a dialogical process in the Bakhtinian sense (2007).  A Thousand Miles of Dreams (Welland 2006) is a truly multivoiced text, which blurs the author's personal memories with her protagonists’ stories, letters, literary memoirs, and newspapers of the time crossing the line between the text and the context. In this way, the objective and the subjective, national history and personal history become intertwined.

1.7 Definitions of key terms

I finally want to discuss my choice of key terms used by various academic disciplines: autobiography, biography, life history, life history narrative, personal narrative, oral history and other terms used in different academic fields. The term “life history” originated within anthropology to define narratives of non-Western subjects from oral societies, who were usually illiterate. Kluckhohn (1945) wrote that it helped to avoid terminological confusion over whether these stories were “biographies” or “autobiographies.” Life history is any retrospective account by the individual of his/her life that has been elicited by another person (Watson and Watson-Franke 1985). Crapanzano pointed at the importance of a dialogical reading and understanding of life narratives, which included the researcher as the audience and the co-author (1977, 1980). Rosaldo agreed with him that “anthropological life histories are stories told to a particular person which inevitably reflect this personal relation. To assess and interpret properly the content of a life history one must know something of both the speaker and the listener” (1976:122).

My choice of using “biographical narrative” and “life narrative” interchangeably is based on linking individual narratives with historical, geographical, economic and social contexts, on the one hand, as well as with cultural approaches to texts that originated from interpretative and feminist theories. I see myself as the co-author of the story and a cultural translator who seeks to contextualize and interpret individual and cultural meanings (Behar 1993). I use the term “life narrative” following Bruner's approach to life history as a narrative that reflects cultural models for ‘what a good life’ is and ‘what a good story’ is. This narrative selects and chronologically organizes the most meaningful events of the narrator’s life into a biographical plot but it is open to variations depending on the social context, the individual’s immediate life situation, their relationship with the researcher, and their understanding of the interview goals (2003, 2004). I suggest looking at life narrative as a flexible collection of stories based on one's memories that are shared with different people in different situations. Bruner also pointed to the process of creating frames and constructing the narrative plot of the life history: “Individuals do not deal with the world event by event or with text sentence by sentence. They frame events and sentences in larger structures. Plot is the narrative structure through which people understand and describe the relationship among the events and choices of their lives.” (1990:7) Bruner’s approach to life narratives encompasses cultural models and the creative work of the narrator as an author who selects particular meaningful events and elaborates the plot that would fit the specific ends of the narration. 

1.8 Conclusion

Life stories are rich resources of data connecting the subjective experiential world and objective social reality into a powerful narrative construction. Life history research methods are best fit for studying unknown or little researched phenomena where the existing conceptual frameworks cannot be easily applied. Such a phenomenon is the post-communist transition: rapid change and instability for over a decade happening on many levels simultaneously - social, economic, cultural, political, ethnic, discursive, etc. Records and statistics of that period are highly questionable and the insider’s knowledge significantly differed from the reported or visible data. All research done at a particular point of time in the 1990s was a snapshot of reality that moved on and made it outdated within a couple of years. I would like to argue that while Soviet life has been a topic of many insightful studies (Hoffman 1994, 2003; Fitzpatrick 1999, 2005; Zaslavky 1982) and many isolated phenomena of the transition and post-Soviet life have been researched (Volkov 2002; Humphrey 2002, 2003; Ledeneva 1998, 2000; Yurchak 2006) there is no research done to address the holistic experience of being part of this multifaceted process.  My work follows in two ways the research done by Alexei Yurchak (2006) as I look into the experiences of the “last Soviet generation,” which he studies until the fall of communism, but I continue to look into their experiences after they step on the unfamiliar terrain of post-Soviet transition.

CHAPTER 2. 

THE RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

2. 1 Introduction


My approach to life narratives is based on using them both as a topic (referencing the subjectivity of the story-teller) and as a research method to explore the effects of the transition on a micro-level (how stories referenced  the external social reality). One of the main criticisms of using life narratives for academic research pointed to the lack of methodology to approach them. Atkinson confirmed that the analysis of narratives has to be based on where the story goes and what it attempts to do. Theory has to flow from the story, not the other way round, and the best theory will be the one that helps you expand your understanding of the story. Having a preliminary hypothesis before we know what the story is about is counterproductive (1998:74). I combined a variety of qualitative methods for data collection: life narrative interviews with the research participants, interviews with local academics and administrators on a broader range of issues related to local life, participant observation, discourse analysis of the local media, ethnographic observation of public spaces, and archival research of publications and media.


The bulk of the data came from recorded unstructured interviews with the study participants in Rostov, a large city in the south of Russia. The interviews started with me asking the person to imagine his or her life as a book and to tell me the names of chapters for this book. This interview technique suggested by Lieblich worked very well to approach the main themes of the life stories that held the life narrative together apart from chronological order (Lieblich at al. 1998:25). The interview then proceeded with going over the chapters, which sometimes took several hours and sometimes several meetings. I saw my role in the interview as a co-creator of shared knowledge and meaning (Mishler 1986). “[T]he less structure a life-story interview has, the more effective it will be in achieving the goal of getting the person’s story in the way, form, and style that the individual wants to tell it in.” (Atkinson 1998: 41). My presence in the story was mainly as an attentive and empathetic listener: I did not interfere with questions or have any particular set of topics to cover. 

The data from the interviews were combined with ethnographic observation: I visited the participants' homes, work places and even accompanied one of them to a court trial. Where possible, I participated in family events, celebrations and leisure activities to contextualize the life stories and learn more about individual social settings (Brewer 2000). In addition, I collected unrecorded semi-structured interviews from local journalists and academics to obtain more information about the local institutions and processes relevant to individual narratives. 

Another key element of my fieldwork was ethnographic observation in public spaces (stores, city streets, business centers). I compiled extensive field notes about how the new experiential and symbolic reality (newly constructed buildings, names of businesses, plaques around the city) coexists with the dilapidated, but once powerful, Soviet infrastructure and sites of collective memory. Finally, I continued collecting information by doing archival research of publications about the local history, statistics, and media. Since there were very few academic publications dealing with such a recent period of history, I focused on the local newspapers of the period, in particular, the daily newspaper Vechernii Rostov (Evening Rostov) from the 1990s to provide information on the broad context of city life. 

2.2 Theoretical frameworks and Data 


My theoretical starting point for this research is narrative analysis, which can be examined on several levels. Rather than treating life narratives as texts based on individual experiences, I understand them as multi-layered intertextual constructions, a collection of voices, citations, socio-cultural codes and links to shared moral and cultural domains (Barthes 1974; Kristeva 1986; Boym 1994). For example, an employee of the musical theater borrows from thief's slang, when he describes how his bosses are subservient to the top representatives of the city administration. Calling his bosses labukhi 
 (“restaurant musicians” in thief's slang) he brings together the “low culture” of the cheap restaurant and the “high culture” of the theater: people in both places are prepared to play whatever music is ordered if they get paid for it. Calling the city big wigs mestnye tsar'ki (local overlords), he uses a contemptuous expression popular in communist times to refer to feudal society. Cross-referencing thief's slang and communist 'speak' gives another dimension to his own life story: he knows and skillfully uses these references to express his feelings about the people inhabiting the new social roles. Many examples of intertexuality are found in the life story of the protagonist of the chapter on money and magic, who used to be a skilled speaker of the Soviet ideological language: his life story is peppered with citations from Lenin, references to subbotniks and different words indexing the Komsomol 'speak.' 


In order to deal with the bulk of data from every story, I constructed a “biogram,” a graphic display of several levels of analysis, for each person. Biograms allowed me to organize large amounts of narrative and non-narrative data. First, I laid out each individual life on a chronological scale marking the dates of reported events (school, university, and jobs). Then I marked the main historical events and reforms relevant to the story. Finally, I marked the personal chapters over the linear chronology. 


The next stage was coding each narrative. I used the participant's own terms for codes (in vivo codes suggested by Charmez 2006:55) and added institutional contexts referenced in  stories. This work allowed me to organize the multiple levels of data presented in the narrative into: 


a. social and institutional contexts with which the individual's life interacted 


b. reported biographical themes 


c. group discourses and values of 'imagined communities'


d. cultural codes and frames looking at details 


e. intertextual references. 


The second step of organizing the interview data into a biogram was making a list of stories  included by the story-teller into the overall narrative. I use Carr's idea (1986) that the world is not given to us in the form of events but in scrambled messages and it is the activity of the human mind that constructs events out of them, creates a sequence and gives this sequence an overall theme and meaning. Ricoeur used the term emplotment for the process of bringing diverse elements of a situation into an imaginative order (1988). I paid special attention to the stories-in-the-story, i.e., moments when the story-teller slows down the narrative to zoom into dramatic events and describe them in detail. Creating a list of these stories allowed me to reconstruct the most meaningful themes of individual lives and analyze them.


The third step was to include my ethnographic observations of the person's lifestyle, house and workplace. I looked for details that referenced one's social aspirations through leisure, home interior, and displays of collections (Boym 1994). Ethnographic methods, especially participant observation, can offer insights to the analysis of individual's understandings and practices. “These methods have the ability to highlight contradictions and inconsistencies between what people say that they do and what they in fact do, providing a perspective on subtle and crucial shades of meaning that may remain invisible to methods based on structured interviews and questionnaires” (Yurchak 1999:4). Biograms were the first stage of preparation for the analysis of life narratives making it possible to organize large amounts of narrative and non-narrative data.

2.3 Data Analysis


My analysis relied on an interdisciplinary approach that merged four different disciplinary lenses - sociological, anthropological, cultural (semiotic) and historical. From the sociological perspective, I explored what social processes and structures created the possibility for particular personal experiences to happen. I also looked at the social and institutional contexts present in particular narratives, and social positions from which the narrative is told. The analysis of events and experiences in life narratives is a two-way venue: while narrated actions produce some changes and can be linked to social processes, the latter impact and shape individual lives (Derluguian 2005). I also sought to distinguish the unique and the typical in every story and link it to the existing research on transition.

 As an anthropologist, I was particularly attentive to issues of representation and made an effort to reconstruct personal voice and represent the narrator in the way the person wanted to be represented. When I add my own comments, I step out of the story and clearly mark the transition from the authorial voice or external references. I also seek  links between individual life narratives and the narratives of the groups (“the imagined communities”), with which individuals identified (creative intelligentsia, working class, communist party elite). Diverse social groups create pools of resources, norms, and values for self-fashioning that individuals use along with a culture’s broad worldview and ideology (Fisher 1989; Lyotard 1984). The dominant Soviet discourse served as a source for constructing official biographies.  Outside it, a wide variety of narrative models of selfhood was developed and individuals referred to them to construct their life stories and articulate experiences (Bruner 2003). By embedding individual narratives into collective (group) narratives, I look at the variety of ways people reworked the socio-cultural and symbolic resources available to them. The post-Soviet part of life narratives unmasks the inevitable continuities of social life, daily practices and subjective worlds with the Soviet era and demonstrates the construction of new models of self under the conditions of uncertainty of existing social norms (Patico 2008; Oushakine 2000, Zigon 2010).

The third analytical framework comes from cultural studies and semiotics. I look at the life of the Soviet ideological signs, codes, and patterns of thinking in the post-Soviet context. Discourse analysis of narratives (city guide-books), the architectural environment and public spaces, Soviet-era songs and poetry to highlight the intertextuality of personal and social narratives. Semiotic signs, both verbal and non-verbal, travel through multiple texts and physical spaces entering a web of new meanings and contesting them (Bourdieu 1984, Barthes 1974).  The potential of an intertextual reading of biographical stories challenges the conventional dualism of ‘individual’ and ‘social’ and opens the dialogical and decentered meanings of signs created or borrowed from contrasting signification systems.   The ‘decentralization’ of meanings in the process of ‘writing' capitalism over socialism has created conditions for complex polyphonic productions in personal texts (Bakhtin1990, 1994). Finally, I pay special attention to the process of ‘cultural translation’ of local particularity into an international context (Bhabha 1994, Behar 1993).

The fourth and final framework is micro-history, which challenged the idea that history should only deal with large-scale processes. Like anthropology, micro-historians change the scale to make place for the individual and unique (Ginzburg 1980, Levi 1991). The cycle of production and reproduction of the world through practices of people formed by one socio-historical order is an open one. Actors by their living, on-the-ground and variable practices reproduce or transform the culture that made them (Ortner 2003, 2006). I am taking a closer look at actors in the process of unmaking and remaking ‘the world’ – their social world, the Soviet world, and the world writ large. 


In this work, I focus on several life narratives that could best illustrate some important aspects of living through the rapid social change of the post-Soviet transition. I have made several methodological assumptions, which I want to declare. The first one is that individuals are acceptable sources of data – an issue debated more among historians than among anthropologists. This debate was brought to my attention at the National Convention of the AAASS (American Association for the Advancement of Slavic Studies) in 2009 in a discussion with historians about. I take into account the positionality of the story-teller in describing events and experiences (Scott 1991). Another assumption I make here is that the events that occurred and the processes that shaped one person's life have also affected many others. Bertaux (1981) argues that biographical narratives contain people's practices that make visible lignes de force sociales: “these objective social relationships which are almost impossible to observe with other techniques... How to make them visible? Life stories are stories of practices, in which people can describe how they hit these invisible lines, how these lines prevented them from doing what they wanted to do or, on the contrary, provided them with unexpected resources” (Bertaux 2003:40). The individual experiences I present are not unique or limited to one person. They represent the experiences of many, who would never speak about them or would never be asked.

2.4 The Researcher's Reflexivity

Interpretation and analysis of life narratives is very personal work and I do not want to claim objectivity. Anthropologist Barbara Myerhoff, who studied life histories of the Jewish community, commented that at every stage: “interpretation of the life story is a highly personal matter, even intuitive and empathetic at times, because each narrative is seen as at least somewhat unique” (cited in Atkinson 1998:64). There is no “correct” interpretation of such data - only multiple readings and possible perspectives. In life history studies, some published life narratives were reanalyzed by other researchers and new readings were suggested (e.g., Eakin  reanalyzed the work of Gullestad). 


The researcher's reflexivity as part of anthropological work underscores the subjective nature of interpretations: it is an analysis of one person by another. As a native anthropologist with the first-hand experience of living in the Soviet era and through the transition, I can claim a certain degree of knowledge about other people's lives based on my own social experiences. Some kinds of experiences, however, like the life of a working-class woman, turned out to be much more difficult to interpret and represent. In the process, I discovered that one of my Russian friends in Seattle, who spent her youth in a working-class suburban town near Leningrad, had a much better knowledge of the daily realities of the proletarian lifestyle. Our long and heated debates about life in the USSR convinced me that it could be a very different experience for different people in different places. At times, she looked at me with puzzled suspicion: “You didn't know that?!! Where did you grow up?!!” I came to understand that though I was an ordinary and not privileged girl there, my grandparents must have created a very sheltered life for me. The life of the street with its abuse and danger was around but I was never in it. The other possible explanation is that Rostov offered a broader range of diverse experiences to a teenager than a small northern proletarian town. My interpretation of life narrative is, thus, enhanced and limited by my personal experiences and  knowledge of experiences of people in my social networks.  

2.5 The Fieldwork


The fieldwork for this research was conducted in several stages between 2004 and 2009 in Rostov-on-Don, a large city in the south of Russia. The city is used as a case study for two reasons: I chose it over the well-researched capitals - Moscow and St. Petersburg, where the nature and pace of transition processes were different than in the outlying regions and also because it was my hometown and I had a network of contacts there. I grew up and lived in Rostov between 1968 and 1984, which covered my school and university years, marriage and the birth of my children. In the past twenty-five years I occasionally visited relatives in Rostov.


In 2004, I conducted pilot research on life narratives collecting interviews of my ex-classmates from an English language school. In 2007, I spent a month working in the Rostov libraries reading local newspapers and publications from the 1990s. But the main data for this dissertation came from my nine-month long fieldwork in 2009. I reworked the methodology and expanded the range of interviewees inviting people from two “communities of memory” (Ortner 2003) – some of my former classmates, former members of a local youth club that I attended and people recommended by the others participants (‘snowball sampling’). I interviewed people from diverse socio-economic groups (the working class, intelligentsia, entrepreneurs, the unemployed) looking for a broad range of perspectives on the post-Soviet transition. This resulted in gathering thirty interviews, from which I selected the ones that offered the best insights into what has dramatically changed and what has not in the post-Soviet times.


The first round of fieldwork in 2004 had prepared me for addressing the main problems common to life narrative research: the enormous bulk of information coming from each life narrative and the variety of personal perspectives and authorial voices that made comparison difficult if not impossible. I have made an effort to present subjective experiences keeping biographical details and the author's voice. 

2.6 Chapter Overview


Chapter 3 describes the city of Rostov-on-Don, the background of all the personal stories. I take the city as a place where numerous social 'voices' are mixed to create a complex and contradictory local 'choir.' Looking at city guides, monuments, public places, new buildings, and plaques, I construct Rostov as a physical and a symbolic space where the process of building capitalism and the market is enacted while it also struggles to incorporate its Soviet past.  


Chapter 4 describes the new role of money in post-Soviet life and the change between  “safe” money under socialism and “dangerous” money under market capitalism. Using the life story of a well-educated Marxist scholar from the local party school I demonstrate the difference between the knowledge in books and the realities of post-Soviet financial life. The chapter aims to demonstrate the effect of “casino capitalism” on masses of people who could not explain their failure to succeed with anything but magic.


Chapter 5 is focused on the life of a working-class woman raised as part of Khrushchev's  plan to motivate Soviet society and to speed-up the advent of communism. The protagonist of this chapter accepts the Soviet moral code and fights for it throughout her life becoming an outcast in her own social group, which rapidly moves in the opposite direction (resistance and dissent). The subculture and practices of the Soviet working class I discovered make it “dissent from below” which undermines the Soviet order at the time when the working class is proclaimed to be the hegemonic social stratum. I demonstrate that while my protagonist remains loyal to the idealized state 'script,' other agents massively rework the ideology. This undermines hegemony and explains why all utopias are dsoomed to fail. 

Chapter 6 explores the possibilities of socialism and the market to generate conditions for enacting the story of Cinderella. I explore in detail the changing gender dynamics and the agent's power to construct her own experience using the building blocks from reality and then live through it. I compare social structures and personal conditions that allowed the protagonist to create a “princess identity” in the Soviet era and the post-Soviet venues of the formation of princesses as well as possible pitfalls.

Chapter 7 explores the unexpected tenacity of socialism: reasons and practices that  people use to preserve the precious parts of their Soviet lives under the post-Soviet market conditions. The personal high costs of  their efforts underscore the meaningful experiences individuals had under socialism and their struggle to reenact them in various ways later. 


The conclusion revisits the questions: What were subjective experiences on the ground and how the cumulative effect of all the transition processes changed individual lives as well as lives of the others affected by them. And, finally, I look at some of the paradoxes of the local (Rostov), national (Russian), and global capitalism – its promises and its realities.
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CHAPTER 3. 

ROSTOV: ITS PAST AND PRESENT

3.1 Introduction


The picture of Rostov on the official web-portal of the city administration presents the view of the city from the far end of the Voroshilovskii bridge, which symbolically connects Europe and Asia: the right bank with the center of the city of Rostov is in Europe, and the left bank, where newly-built hotels, recreational areas, casinos, and restaurants have replaced the Soviet-era pioneer camps and littered public beaches, is in Asia. The Don River adds a unique charm to city life, and the embankment has always been (at least, until, recently) the favorite walking place for the city residents. For decades Rostov children learned about the symbolic border, but no one has ever gone to mark the site. Recently the new generation of marketing-minded advertisers and personnel of tourist agencies had an internet discussion of ideas about turning Rostov into a brand. Marking the border was one of these ideas,
 and it was recently accepted by the administration, so that a symbolic marker will soon be erected.


The advent of the market has changed many popular places in the city, such as the embankment. Solitary walkers and monuments have been forced out by a dozen restaurants and open-air cafes that disrupt the former peacefulness of the pedestrian zone with brash music, the smoke of barbecued meat and rowdy crowds. Nevertheless, the walking paradise has not disappeared completely: half of the embankment is given over to commerce and lovers of noise, and the other half has been retained by   children's playgrounds, wide alleys, new historical monuments, fishermen, and romantic couples. The bridge that connects Europe and Asia separates the two different crowds of vacationers that congregate on each bank of the river: the one closer to the city is more civilized, the other, on the Asian side, is wild and rowdy. This capacity - to include everyone and to balance the incompatible lifestyles of more than one million residents of mixed ethnic backgrounds - is what makes Rostov a livable and lovable place.


I would like to describe Rostov through multiple voices. Heteroglossia (1981), a concept used by the Russian literary critic Mikhail Bakhtin to define the mixture  of social 'voices' (speaking genres) in the novel, has been extended to account for the complexity of the social world, where different ways of speaking and worldviews come together. Rostov, as a heteroglossic discursive space, contains different “social languages” and semiotic signs that interact with each other, clash and converge, sometimes struggling and sometimes peacefully coexisting. 


I will demonstrate how power relations reconstruct and support some of these voices through institutional structures, while downplaying others and sending them to the margins of public attention. But the marginal, the powerless, the criminal, or the discontented become sources of individual meaning-making, proving that tight control over individual and collective meanings, total hegemony, is impossible. Relating the official discursive space to the power structures (Fairclough 1993), I look for indirect ways that individuals respond to the messages circulating around them, and I pose the question of whether the official messages are in fact shared socially, whether people believe the new story that is constructed or they have their own version of the new history.   


I reconstruct the voices in the public discourse out of multiple sources: guidebooks, monuments, plaques, facades, and advertisements in the streets, browsing through regional publications in bookstores, old and current newspaper and magazines, and local television. My choice is influenced by my observation of the changes that took place in the city over several decades and my personal memories: I grew up in Rostov the early 1960s and spent most of my school and university life there. I left the city in the mid-1980s and visited it frequently for the next two decades until I came back and settled there to conduct my fieldwork in 2009.
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It is much easier to present the voices promoted by the powerful institutions and groups because they are 'loud' and 'visible,' and because their messages are set in stone and reiterated in word. The voice of big business is represented by the construction of multistory business centers, whose Westernized names (Astor Plaza, Riverside-Don), trendy architectural styles, and super-modern   construction materials send out a message of progress and modernity. This new voice shares  the city space with other voices that have lost their grandeur, such as the giant but neglected  Soviet-era monuments located at highly visible places all over the city or the Soviet-era mosaics, mostly blocked from public view by the street peddlers, which depict collective labor, Soviet space explorations, and public rituals that belong to a different, no-longer-existent, way of life. These flotsam and jetsam 
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of the Soviet life remind some of the previous seventy years of Soviet history, but they also have different personal meanings for people from different generations and with different current social positions before and after the collapse of the Soviet state. 


Rostov is not only a discursive space where diverse social groups struggle to make their messages 'heard' - it is also a physical place that is lived, experienced and appropriated by the routine practices of its inhabitants (de Certeau 1984). The officially promoted rules are only a glossy facade of the city life and neither the elites, nor common residents live by them. Strategies of daily living subvert all rules and adapt them to personal interests, which are often not in harmony with official discourses: the need to conceal personal assets contradicts efforts to legitimate them, the spread of raids on competitors' businesses contradicts the idea of the competitive market, and the struggle to maximize personal gain transgresses not only Soviet moral but universally accepted norms. The life of the local elites is, thus, split between the official facade and practices, which do not escape from the eyes of  ordinary city dwellers.


In this chapter, I look at some powerful voices and narratives of the city. Looking at how the city creates new ties with the national and local history, how disruptive voices are controlled, and how new narratives are set around the old historical 'facts,' I pose the question: How effective is the management of meaning? Are the official discourses shared and are the new stories believed? This question cannot be answered without looking at the world of individual meanings around which a life story is constructed. I will consider this in the chapters that follow. My aim in this chapter is to present a multivocal space where the plethora of stories told to the public by the institutions of power co-exist. 

3.2 The Voice of the Imperial Past Restored


There are two Rostov cities in Russia: Rostov Velikii (the Great), in the north, and Rostov-on-Don, in the south. Southern borderlands of the Russian Empire were far away from the seat of power and close to dangerous neighbors of the Russian crown: Ottoman Turkey in the 18th-19th centuries, the permanently unstable Caucasus in the 19-20th centuries, and, in particular, the belligerent Chechnya at the end of the millennium. Rostov was founded to perform the two major functions of all borderlands: defense and trade. Peter the Great passed by that area on one of his military trips and selected a place for a fortress to protect his southern lands from the Turks, but a diplomatic clause led to cancellation of the construction. Rostov had to wait for Peter the Great's daughter, Elizaveta Petrovna, who signed a decree to establish Temernitskaia Tamozhnia (“Temernik customs house”) in 1749 to keep track of and tax imports and exports. Although a small tributary of the Don, Temernik, gave its name to the first customs house, the year of 1749 is considered to be the official birth date of Rostov. The place was granted the name Rostov in 1761 by Catherine the Great, who chose the recently canonized saint Dmitrii Rostovskii as its guardian. Thus two Russian Empresses played a role in the birth of the modern-day city. 


The contribution of these empresses was recognized and commemorated in 2007, when a monument of the Empress Elizaveta was placed on the central street of the city. It replaced the monument of the revolutionary Sergei Kirov, which was moved a few blocks away to an equally respectable but less central place in the pedestrian zone. The relocation of the monument did not generate public debate, opposition, or even genuine interest from the city residents, to whom the local TV reporter covering the unveiling of the monument, attributed this initiative.
 There was nothing new in this misrepresentation of the residents' interests - Soviet-time television used fake people's initiatives in the same way.
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Similar to the restoration of the monumental Cathedral of Christ the Savior in Moscow, the Rostov city administration funded the reconstruction of Pokrovsky Cathedral on the spot where the old cathedral, destroyed in 1935, had been situated.  That was another reason for moving Kirov, a Marxist and a Bolshevik, who would have been an inappropriate company for an Orthodox cathedral. Empress Elizaveta was a much better choice. The once quaint and miniature square soon lost a lot of its charm  through the third addition - a skyscraper housing the Pokrovsky Corporation, which is in the background of the photo. Thus a revived imperial history, reconstructed Orthodox religion and modern business all came together on a single spot. They removed but did not erase the Soviet monument which was respectfully placed at a less spectacular spot demonstrating how multiple dissonant discourses occur and co-exist simultaneously in this city without too much confrontation.  


The story of the monument to Catherine the Great was characterized by a similar polyphony. In 1894, long before the Bolshevik revolution, the Armenian community, in an offering of thanks to the Empress (who allowed the Crimean Armenians to settle down in these lands), raised money to erect a monument to Catherine. The monument was destroyed in the early Soviet period and its pedestal was used for a statue of Karl Marx after whom the square was renamed. Following the post-Soviet logic of restoring justice and bringing back the past erased by the Soviet rule, Catherine the Great's monument was brought back to its original spot, and again it was the Armenian community that raised money for it. The inevitable question faced by the local administration, architects and historians was what to do with Marx.
 Unlike Moscow, where monuments were toppled by belligerent revolutionary crowds,
 the outlying Russian regions were much less radicalized. The Rostov administration preserved many Soviet monuments, including a statue of Lenin on the main street, which, luckily, did not occupy anyone else's spot. The commission finally decided to move Karl Marx to where he logically belonged - the Park of the Revolution, a name that in itself was a survival from the Soviet era. The residents passively accepted the decision since their minds were, probably, busy with mundane questions of prosperity or survival. So the two Russian Empresses replaced (or displaced) the two communist icons gracefully and with ease. 


Not only the post-Soviet history has welcomed back previously effaced emperors, empresses, and other political and cultural figures previously erased from the historical scene and collective consciousness. Local elites and ordinary citizens have been actively discovering or forging links with the pre-revolutionary aristocrats. The governor of the Rostov region, Vladimir Chub, made a successful career in the Soviet administrative structures, then joined liberal communists and Yeltsin before he accepted the status of nobility from Princess Maria Vladimirovna, head of the Russian Imperial House in 2005.
  Governor-aristocrat Chub, whose allegedly massive economic assets gave rise to many rumors, made generous donations to a number of cultural projects in the city: the Musical Theater, built in the form of a grand piano, and the city library, the best library in Rostov, nicknamed “Dungeon” for its resemblance with the latter. It was not clear whether the money came from the state budget or from his personal funds, but the city was grateful all the same.
 Revitalization of the Rostov imperial past brought the city closer to the grandeur and power of the two Russian capitals, Moscow and St. Petersburg. A new standard phrase - “in the atmosphere of splendor and prestige”
  - was coined by local journalists to describe the frequent celebrations of the new city elites. 

3.3 The Voice of Cossacks Pacified


A unique and powerful voice in the post-Soviet political arena is the voice of the Cossacks. Historically, Cossacks
 pledged allegiance to the tzar so they defiantly fought the Red Army on the side of the White Guards. When the anti-Bolshevik resistance was crushed, Cossack leaders and many ordinary Cossacks were shot or exiled in retaliation. The process of the eradication of the Cossack culture by the Soviet power is known as ras-kazachivanie (de-cossackization). Members of the same family were divided by supporting different sides of the conflict. The bitter resentment of the Cossacks came to the surface again in WWII, when they joined the German forces against the Soviet army. More families were tragically divided on different sides of the battlefield, and more repressions against Cossacks followed. 


These tragic memories became public during Gorbachev's glasnost and later removed to the margins of collective memory. A local history professor published a book in the mid-1990s in which he spent one chapter describing “Cossacks in Service to the Wehrmacht.”  A group of armed Cossacks in full uniform showed up at his door and demanded that he remove the chapter from the book. The historian managed to keep the chapter by renaming it “Cossacks-collaborators,” and none of them knew exactly what it meant the question was settled.
 


Cossacks interfered in the redistribution of state property, claiming a building in the center, the mansion of a wealthy Rostov merchant Paramonov, in 1992. A stand-off between the armed Cossacks and the city administration over the Paramonov's house almost led to an armed conflict, and they received part of the building because the mayor of Rostov backed off. In 1993, Yeltsin signed state support of the Cossack movement into a law giving a strong impetus to its revival. Rostov streets turned into a fancy dress ball: men clad in Cossack uniforms appeared in the city, some riding on horses along the busy city streets and carrying whips and weapons. They distributed food from military kitchens planted on the main square and, acting like folk police, installed 'order' and 'justice,' checked citizen's passports to track down aliens, purged the market of non-local sellers, and defended 'simple people'  from 'the bad guys,' whom they punished on the spot. The revival of some unpopular Cossack traditions such as public flogging or hatred of the non-Russian population bordering on pogroms alarmed the authorities. 


The power struggle among the leaders of the revival movement and other political players continued through the 1990s but in the Putin era, Cossacks turned into a much less spectacular and much more obedient force. The Governor managed to pacify Cossacks by imposing on them a leader he could control and paying them salaries. Building on their great-grandfathers' loyalty to the monarchy, the current generation of Cossacks professes an ideology that pledges loyalty to the president of Russia, who has replaced the tzar in the old hierarchical scheme.


In return, the regional power pays due respect to the Cossack movement and has assigned them a constructive role in the present-day hierarchy: there are Cossack schools and military colleges that pass down the traditional values of patriotism, orthodox religion, and military service to the younger generations. Local bookstores are stocked with books about Cossack customs, cuisine, and way of life. Finally, Cossack leaders have been an essential part of every official ceremony in the city. 
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3.4 Local History Retold


Two different histories of the city of Rostov-on-Don can be found in two randomly selected guidebooks published with a thirty year difference - in 1971 and in 2001: “V Starom Rostove” (In the Old Rostov) by Shvetsov and “Puteshestviia Po Staromu Rostovu” (Trips in the Old Rostov) by Lobzhanidze at al. The first book, published in Soviet times, is a classical example of a Soviet text based on the Marxist-Leninist ideology of class struggle, while the second edition was prepared for the city anniversary and is overtly ideological. Despite having different authors, both texts follow the same pattern in their presentation of city history and therefore engage in a revealing dialogue with one another. The riverside is the opening scene of 19th century city life for both of them. In the Soviet era narrative, hectic activities along the river and at numerous local factories and plants are described through the prism of capitalist greed: “It looked like the whole city was in a hurry and rushing; the whole city was possessed by the search for profit”(1971:11).
. The shady figures behind this were local merchants, entrepreneurs, and capitalists, who stuffed their bank accounts with millions earned through injustice and exploitation and who bought elections to get places in the city Duma. In that world, everything was for sale: “Where, in which of the quiet city streets, were these…. spiders born? What tricks did they use to pave their way to the commercial Olympus?” asked the Soviet historian. The local proletariat in the story united in struggle against the injustice of capitalist economic order on a number of occasions, which were commemorated by monuments and plaques throughout the city. There is Lenin’s citation - an essential feature of every Soviet text - about the owner of the Rostov tobacco factory: starting as a peddler, Asmolov became an owner of a small tobacco kiosk and developed into the largest producer of tobacco in the nation. Lenin presented Asmolov's tobacco factory as an example of speedy capital accumulation when small retail dealers built empires and turned into capitalists through owning the means of production and exploiting the masses.  


In 2001, a new guidebook was published to commemorate the 250th anniversary of Rostov, and it told the city history in a strikingly different manner. The hectic trade on the riverbanks and capitalists were still there seeking personal profit, but in this version of the story they took good care of the living and working conditions of their workers, even providing charity. Moral values of the time were enhanced by the churches, to which the wealthy classes made generous donations. “And we are used
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to hearing that merchants were nothing but spiders and bloodsuckers!” argued the authors with an imaginary opponent. The authors pointed to the self-sacrifice, dedication, and discipline of the pre-revolutionary entrepreneurs as an example for present-day Russians, just learning the ABCs of capitalism. Gone from the historical scene were the beleaguered proletarians struggling with the injustice of their oppressors together with the idea of the injustice itself. 


In the new version of history, the “struggle” was exaggerated by the Bolsheviks, who wanted to discern a form of advanced class consciousness in what were actually mundane conflicts over rude managers or raising salaries. Numerous monuments around the city, which had been dedicated to the struggle of the local working class, were disconnected from the historical narrative in this telling, and lost their centrality in the official public eye. They awkwardly look over the city and no public ceremonies are held around them any longer. 


It is worth noting that, despite the thirty years between the two publications, their strong dialogical relationship with one another is unmistakable. The Soviet authors followed the dominant pattern of Soviet ideological texts, which was familiar to generations of Soviet people to the point that the notion of authorship was ironic. The most recent authors clearly knew the old pattern and responded to its content in reverse. Even Lenin’s citation about the local tobacco king Asmolov was mentioned in the second text: only this time Lenin was mildly reprimanded for forgetting the hard work that was required to achieve such huge commercial success. 


The old and the new texts will continue to ‘talk’ to and 'argue' with each other, and their ideologies and meanings clash invisibly in the intertextual space (Kristeva 1980). Not only a savvy reader but even someone who merely remembers the old guidebooks will immediately see that the original communist discourse was merely reversed and the historical 'facts' acquired a new, positive, meaning based on the national ideology of private ownership. The glorious narrative of commercial and capitalist traditions of Rostov replaces the glorious narrative of the class struggle. The new narrative attempts to build continuity between the pre-revolutionary businesses and current entrepreneurs, even as the Soviet text still lingers at the back and destabilizes the meanings of the story. Readers are left to contemplate cynically which side they want to join: Is private property a means of exploitation or a natural right? What is the best response to inequality - class struggle or charitable donations? Is religion a way of fogging people's minds or a cradle of the nation's morality?


Even though the powerful classes struggle to act as 'managers of meaning' and promote the ennobled traditions in word and stone, the presence of two radically different discourses in the collective memory is unsettling. Bookstores sell stories about the noble deeds of the local merchants, and the walls of the newly-built business center Kupecheskii Dvor (Merchant's Courtyard) are decorated with twenty bas-reliefs of the most famous merchants sending the message that trade and commerce are good. 
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Small business traditions are also recovered and given due respect. A sculpture of a street seller on a busy corner of the central street advertises that earning a living through small trade is no less respectable than owning factories. The sculpture sends a moral message to the public inscribed on the peddler's tray: “Fair trade leads to good profit.” The trader accompanied by a stray cat is promoted as the symbol of the local tradition of small business.
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 Small or big, reselling or producing, business has been reintroduced into the domain of public morality and public space. The ideology brought by the Bolshevik revolution and the destruction of private property and entrepreneurship has been challenged and trade has been recognized again as a worthy activity and a tradition that needed commemoration. 


The realities of the commercial world are more confusing and challenge the glossy picture of noble entrepreneurship. On the one hand, expectations that current day businessmen will donate voluntarily to charities and city programs did not come true. Motivating them to be generous and charitable, state bureaucrats often crossed the fine line between persuasion and extortion,
  a practice started by the Moscow mayor, who extorted donations from all businesses to fund his favorite idea – the reconstruction of the Cathedral of Christ the Savior. Rostov authorities copied his example and local businessmen complained but donated obediently. When the state appetite for charitable donations grew bigger, businessmen grew bolder and challenged the rationale of a number of city projects they were forced to fund, such as printing a special edition of a city album at the ridiculously high price of $2,000 per page.


On the other hand, the line between a charitable donation and a bribe was crossed, too. A scandalous Rostov businessman, Arkadii Gabrelian, held the title the “Don Philanthropist of 93” for donating large sums of money to the law enforcement agencies enabling them to buy police cars, renovate their offices, and erect a monument to policemen who perished in the line of duty. When Gabrelian was arrested for multiple cases of fraud, he accused the recipients of his generosity (and many other key figures) of corruption and taking bribes.
 A special commission from Moscow had to investigate this confusing case of corruption and philanthropy. The charitable businessman was imprisoned for numerous cases of fraud together with some of the top prosecution officials and police bosses. 


Another challenge to the positive discourse on contemporary big capital comes from the Soviet frame of mind that cannot be easily eradicated. The focus on the continuity of the local commercial traditions overlooks the origin of contemporary capital which came from the hasty privatization of  public assets. The Rostov city administration won a place at the top of the national rating for transparency of state purchases and conducting economic reforms in 2007.
 The irony is that most of the former socialist property ended in the hands of the very communist leaders who promoted the economic reforms. 


A critically minded journalist from Gorod N, a local newspaper of the business community, wrote an essay on alternativnoe kraevedenie (alternative area studies) stating that the genuine continuity of Rostov lay in profiteering from “reselling something state-owned or similar through the social networks of well-connected people” (Miroshnichenko 2000:128). The constituents of these networks have consistently benefited from the pre-Soviet times to the present day, whether by reselling the goods confiscated by the customs officials from the 18th century or the leftovers of the Soviet industrialization (“left-overs” because the best and juiciest bits had to be shared with the Moscow networks). He pointed out that Rostov did not have a level of criminality or contract murders like Moscow because there was no real competition over property: everything was quietly distributed among the well-connected groups.



The award for transparency contradicted the claims made by the more critical branch of the local press that the south of Russia had turned into a citadel of corruption
 and, more specifically, that almost all businesses in Rostov are headed either by the relatives of the ruling families or their former party colleagues. The circle of the successful post-Soviet capitalists happened to include sons, daughters, and in-laws of the vice-mayor, the governor, the mayor, and a closed set of the former Soviet party elite. The largest regional bank DON-INVEST, nicknamed after its contemporary director Paramonov, the namesake of the pre-revolutionary merchant Paramonov, “The Paramonov's Empire,” the largest pharmaceutical holding, the largest construction holding, the telecommunications, giant supermarkets and businesses are all in the hands of these well-connected groups.
 Former liberal communists and supporters of the market reforms had built 'empires' that impeded any serious competitors from entering 'their market.' 


The national ideology of free market reforms was simply not consistent with practices. In this respect, there was a definite continuity with the cynical Soviet-era tradition of supporting any ideology without conviction as long as one can continue pursuing personal gain. The system for framing and codifying 'business reality' has not yet stabilized: a local TV program reported the case of businessman Golikov, whose family discovered after his sudden death that much of his estate was registered in his driver's name. The Saturday version of the program set it as “a romantic attitude towards personnel” on behalf of the businessman. This explanation did not make much sense so the next day the repetition of the program contained a report framing the actions of the late businessmen as the lack of legal knowledge typical for many Russian businessmen. The third and most obvious suggestion, that the late businessman tried to hide his rapidly acquired property from tax authorities by registering it in the names of different people, including his driver, was not even mentioned. The audience was left to make its own guess while the report provided implausible explanations.


The ‘decentralization’ of meanings after the collapse of the Soviet monological ideology in the process of ‘writing' capitalism over socialism has created conditions for multiple readings and   polyphonic narratives, where the present endlessly runs into the antagonistic past, and management of meanings in a coherent national narrative becomes uneasy. Individuals have also been forced to construct coherence in their life stories borrowing from the competing narratives. It is undeniable that Soviet life had plenty of discontinuities but the post-Soviet life took them to a new level due to the presence of incoherent systems of signification and conflicting models of morality. 

3.5 Radical Poles of History Embraced


Unlike guidebooks that reverse 'what is good' and 'what is bad' in telling a new story, plaques placed on city buildings to commemorate important historical events can easily share the same facade even if the commemorated groups were bitterly antagonistic. An example of such all-embracing[image: image11.jpg]


 commemoration blurring the line between 'the good' and 'the bad' is found on the building of the university library. A plaque on the left wing commemorates the revolutionary Workers' Committee that met there in 1918, and the plaque on the right wing commemorates the work of the headquarters of the White Volunteer Army headed by the tsarist generals Denikin et al. in the same year. Rostov was the seat of the retreating White Army, which hoped to mobilize its forces and hit the Bolsheviks back. The city was passed back and forth between the Red Army revolutionary workers and the White Guard officers and generals, each group leaving their opponents hanging from the lampposts on the central street. In a phantasmagorical twist of imagination, they are both commemorated by the indiscriminately grateful descendants. 


The post-Soviet memorialization process has opened up to accept different brands of patriotism and embrace the historical contribution of former opponents. The new national history has recognized the voice of those who, in 1917, defended their family, property and the political regime from the agitated masses. To do this, it has had to blur the line between 'friends' and 'enemies' that was so clearly demarcated by the Bolsheviks, without completely denouncing the latter.

3.6 A Loose Page


The term tsekhovik was unfamiliar to Soviet citizens until the late 1980s – it comes from tsekh (a workshop) and means 'a shadow capitalist,' an owner of an underground workshop or factory in the Soviet Union.
 Rostov, as many local residents discovered with a mix of surprise and pride when glasnost came to them, was one of the hubs of the underground economy in the Soviet Union. It was especially famous throughout the south of the USSR for footwear and locally produced 'American jeans.' There are good reasons to think that in the Soviet years, when any entrepreneurship was illegal, it was tsekhoviki and not the big capitalists with the communist past who preserved the tradition of private business. They illegally obtained the not-so-well-guarded state resources, worked in underground cellars of private homes on the outskirts of the city and distributed their produce through the black market or, when possible, through illegal dealings with administrators of Soviet stores. Risks awaited them at every step, and Vladimir Mel'nikov, the current owner of the most famous local brand of jeans - Gloria Jeans, was an illegal Soviet tsekhovik and served a prison sentence. Now he sells his product in the US and is a respected member of the business community. 


The history of the underground economy in Rostov has yet to be written: I tried to find any publications about it but could not. However, everyone knew about it and talked about it. It seems to be that part of the local history that was bracketed out into the oral mythology. Is it because from today's point of view it is absurd and discomforting that someone could go to jail for producing jeans and selling them? Or is it that the people who punished underground producers and black marketeers are nowadays doing business themselves? Another plausible reason for not publicly admitting what everyone knows could be that the shadow economy still plays a tremendous role in Rostov and the whole south of Russia. Researchers suggest that it amounts to 40-60% of the regional economy and warn that it has converged with criminal circles and the bureaucratic apparatus.
 Rostov elites, I was told privately, are very cautious and do not like to exhibit their fortunes. Maybe they suspect that they would immediately fall prey to the Moscow predators. 

3.7 Conclusions: the Dialogism of Objects and Texts


Soviet past has not and cannot be erased from the collective memory of the generations that lived through it. The logic underlying the process of changing street names, restoring churches and retelling local histories comes from framing the “great socialist revolution” as a big disruption of the normal course of history and the post-Soviet time as a return to normalcy. The glossy facade of Rostov life is created by the institutionally supported “voices” that are in concordance with the national metanarrative of progress through developing capitalism and the market. These voices reshape the past and link it with a present that has been favorable to them bracketing out the Soviet story as a period that broke off and had to be discontinued. Yet the presence of the Soviet past at the background of the contemporary 'choir' of Cossacks, business elites, and imperially-minded rulers unsettles their messages and creates an unavoidable and uneasy dialogue. Memories of several generations of the Soviet-born people are an essential though silent part of this dialogue.


Life narratives presented in the following chapters enter the dialogical space set up in this chapter. People struggle to salvage meaningful parts of their Soviet past and explore new opportunities around them. Stories of living through the transition are not necessarily told with reference to the two opposing ideological domains – socialism and capitalism – in mind. Each person had a unique path through them but, at the same time, each story was shaped by social forces that were not unique, and these forces acted on many other lives, too.


Using the city as the background of personal narratives, I realize, however, that it is more than a dialogue between the present and the past. It is possible to see the post-Soviet Rostov as a product of global assemblages and multiple determinations that cannot be reduced to a single logic (Ong and Collier 2005). I do not dwell on the global, local and hybrid phenomena in more depth in this chapter. But I would be interested to dwell on this topic more in-depth in the future.

CHAPTER 4. 

MONEY AND MAGIC.

4.1 Money Before and After the Fall of Communism


Money was the topic of the day in Russia during the 1990s. In February 1999, the popular economic weekly Dengi (Money) published an article about an art exhibit called “Pushkin and Money” commemorating two big events – the 200th anniversary of the most famous national symbol, poet Alexander Pushkin, and the biggest financial crisis of the 1990s in Russia, the 1998 financial default that occurred a few months earlier. Yuri Avvakumov, an architect and a conceptual artist, courageously put together two incompatible things, the highest and the lowest of Russian culture - Pushkin and money. He used the poet's lines, but not from his immortal verses. He cited his letters to friends, publishers, and relatives where the poet begged for money. Avvakumov printed these on pieces of cardboard similar to those that beggars, a novel phenomenon in post-Soviet Russia, used in the city streets and the underground.  Pushkin's lines must have resonated with what was going on in every Russian head: “Oh, please! Send me some money!” “That's not a big trouble, if only I had money!” “Money, send me money, for heaven’s sake!” Thus the most prominent national icon and the most prominent national problem not only came together in the art gallery space but were easy to understand and topical for every visitor of the show. 

 
Unlike Soviet literature or films, where chasing money was assigned to negative characters, many cultural products of the post-Soviet arts have a different take on the desire for money. I will briefly mention two cases, a book and a film, as key examples among many others of the prominence of the theme of money. They also represent the radical ends of the spectrum of the topic. At one end is Alexei Slapovsky's novel Den’ Deneg (The Day of Money) published in 1999, and at the other is a film by Valery Todorovsky Strana Glukhih (Country of The Deaf) released in 1998.


Slapovsky's book continues the tradition of critique of the importance of money in one's life. This tradition was promoted by the intelligentsia and did not contradict socialist ideology. The book describes a person who finds a bundle of money, and after hesitating and considering his current problems decides that he himself cannot benefit from it because his life is simple, clear, and not dependent on money. So he decides to find someone else to whom it will really make a difference. All the candidates he tries to hand it to are poor and seemingly need money but no one, in fact, accepts the bundle, because whatever they aspire to is not achievable with money. The novel was published in the same year as the abovementioned exhibition took place – 1999, and its message was that in the world of eternal values money has a limited capacity. The novel was a success, received a prize and brought the author guess what... money.

 
The second example, Valery Todorovsky's  film Strana Glukhih (Country of the Deaf) released in 1998 and shown at the Berlin film festival, moves the concept of money far away from the socialist tradition and intellectual moralizing. Money in this film is dangerous, money can save someone's life or make him lose it. The film starts and ends with the key phrase spoken in a desperate voice: “Money! I need money!” Two young women meet and help each other survive in Moscow, and one of them risks her life trying to earn a large sum of money to save her boyfriend, a gambler who has embezzled money and is kept hostage until she brings the necessary sum. The girls try to earn money with their bodies and the one that needs to save her boyfriend is accepted into the deaf mafia so that she acts as their 'ears' at razborki (criminal meetings) between different gangs of the deaf and the hearing. The girls invent a dream about a country of the deaf where there will be no money or violence, which are abundant in their immediate world. This film constructs a concept of money that is closer to the post-Soviet 'reality' that I found in many life histories, and especially in the one that follows. The film does not critique money at all – it presents a new way to understand money and its role in the new post-Soviet reality. 


These films, books, and the exhibition exemplify one of the dramatic changes between Soviet and post-Soviet life - the emergence of money: real money, big money, dangerous money, the phantom of money. This drastic change was highlighted in a story told on one radio program by a theater actor. He said that when they staged Alexander Ostrovsky's plays
 in socialist times they invited an economist to explain to them what stocks meant, how people became bankrupt, and other economic concepts clear to the 19-century merchants but totally unfamiliar to educated Soviet adults. 


Money during socialism was not real money. Soviet power was proud of turning money from an instrument of the bourgeois economy into a force working for people and, according to Stalin, for the interests of socialism. Even everyone's favorite con-man of Soviet literature, Ostap Bender, is defeated by the system. He finally gets his dream, a million rubles, only to discover that having money does not get him a place for the night or a meal: all the hotel rooms are booked for the Congress of the Soviet soil experts and the canteen services only members of the trade union. The great con-man overlooked the momentous change in the meaning of money: “In the 1920s, money meant the power to build a club; but by the 1930s, only the decision to build a club empowered money to purchase” (Woodruff 1999: 80). 


It was not the money but the goods that were in deficit in the Soviet Union. Smaller bribes were given in the form of expensive cognac, exquisite boxes of chocolates, or French perfume. Offering money was vulgar though not completely unknown (Lovell et al. 2000). But capitalism returned to money its real value and meaning (Frumkina 2001)
. 


Many people I talked to confessed that the economy of socialism, an obligatory subject taught at all Soviet universities, did not make any sense to them. The chain “plan – product – distribution” was too vague and there was no place for money in it. At the same time, the economy of capitalism was crystal clear: M-C-M', as Marx said, money-commodity-money. It turned out that money was one of the symbolic borders between socialism and post-socialism that the Russian society crossed. But, as it turned out, the theoretical clarity of capital accumulation in Marx's books did not translate as easily into life events. In fact, the vague socialist economy looked much clearer to post-Soviet minds in retrospect. 
Not having lived in the “M-C-M' reality,” everyone supported the first Russian president, Boris Yeltsin, to speed up the transition to the market so that people would finally achieve the living standards like those in the West. On January 1992, Yeltsin launched the reforms that returned money to its real value. The inflation rate in 1992 hit 2,000 percent,
 which meant a momentous loss of everyone's lifelong family savings. Then the inexperienced population fell victim to unending waves of financial pyramids, schemes, and economic defaults. Neither the Marxist economy, nor the Soviet propaganda had prepared anyone, even economists, how to unmake socialism. And the phrase “Money! I need money” became the refrain of the 1990s.

The life story below can be summed up in the following way: he was well-educated, he got rich and was rich for a year; then for eleven years he was paying back the debt he had accrued, dealing with threats, and supporting his family. A lot of the story that follows goes beyond the summary and beyond the concept of money because people's lives are diverse and experienced on many levels. I pulled out one of the many threads in Alexei's life but, to me, it seemed the most informative one that could characterize how the transition was experienced and how capitalism entered the life of one highly educated and brilliant man. 

4.2 The Interview. 

Alexei is a man in his early fifties whom I knew thirty years ago, when I attended a local youth club. It was led by a woman who lectured us on the Russian poetry that was not taught at school and Bakhtinian carnivalization, and in summer took us to camps in the countryside where we led a carnivalesque life. The word “counter-culture” entered my vocabulary with a considerable delay of almost thirty years, but this youth club was one of the Soviet counter-cultures. 

In 2009, I interviewed Alexei in an old spacious summer kitchen, with windows open into a Rostov yard. At the end of our first meeting, Alexei realized that his loud voice could have been heard all over the yard. It was common practice for the dwellers in the old part of the city where I lived to spend time sitting leisurely on chairs outside the doors of their apartments in summer – smoking or chatting with neighbors. Summers in Rostov are hot and evenings were the perfect time for people to sit outside the stuffy apartments and enjoy the cool air in the dimly lit yards. He was seriously concerned about that. It was obvious that he did not want his story to be known outside the circle of people that he trusted.

Alexei and I were approximately the same age but back in our youth, in the 1980s, I already had a baby and spent more time at home. I remember friends talking about a Komsomol leader, a hugely contemptible figure for our club culture, whose “Soviet speak” disrupted the unique atmosphere that we were trying to create inside. That was Alexei. Needless to say that I was not willing to befriend him.  But when we met thirty years later he willingly responded to my request for an interview. As a true Russian academic of Soviet descent with a doctoral degree and many publications, he wanted to know the scientific value of my study, which he constantly failed to recognize. He volunteered to give me methodological advice and to help with finding a focus for my research. As academics, we could not find common ground: by the Russian academic standards, my work was totally non-scientific. We endlessly argued how much, if at all, one person's life events reflected history or society, what generalizations and conclusions could be made from it, and we could not convince one another. He was rather skeptical about my work but, as a loyal friend, agreed to cooperate. I had no idea of what I was going to hear and his story came as a total shock. 

Alexei's life could easily be divided into Soviet and post-Soviet parts because he was a Communist and worked at the city Communist Party school. He reached considerable career heights before the system collapsed. In the Soviet period of his life, he developed magical abilities to find scarce goods in the distribution hierarchy, which had little to do with money. In the post-Soviet era, the party was disassembled and his life dramatically changed in many way. And money was one of them. 

4.3  The Magic of a Komsomol Leader


Alexei was born in 1959 in Siberia. His family moved to Rostov when he was nine since his mother accepted a new job that required relocation. As it often happened in the USSR, the promises of the authorities about a good three-room apartment were fulfilled with a considerable delay. For several years the family of four, with himself and his sister, lived in one-room temporary-stay housing with an outhouse, wooden stove and no running water. Compared to the conveniences they had in the Far East, it was shocking. Rostov's infrastructure has always been very uneven – well into the 1990s, some areas of the city had no running water or inside toilets. 


After Alexei graduated from school, he considered a choice between studying journalism and law. Like many Soviet boys, Alexei was greatly inspired by spy films and novels and dreamed about becoming a counter-intelligence agent: “Not like the ones that run on the roofs and shoot guns but the intelligent ones.” The most popular Soviet agent for generations of boys was the Soviet spy Shtirlitz from the film The Seventeen Moments of Spring (1973). He always outsmarted the Nazis and won every intellectual battle. The Seventeen Moments of Spring was a unique series that depicted Nazi intelligence officers as human beings, not caricatures, and invited the best Soviet actors into the cast. Alexei, like other Soviet adolescents, went to the KGB headquarters on his own initiative. To his disappointment, he was told that because of his health he would never qualify for any job except shuffling papers in an office. So he chose to study journalism and it was clear for him from the start that he would do post-graduate study, get a Kandidat degree and have some kind of an intellectual career.


Alexei’s leadership skills were discovered at the university. That was the time when nobody was interested in the Komsomol
 except for people who had leadership ambitions or career aspirations.


I gradually became one of the first leaders. I didn't do anything special, didn't try to prove that I was the best. I just passed through all the steps of the Komsomol career – and I am not sorry for that at all. It helped me develop my inner potential. When the group was electing a Komsomol leader nobody wanted to do it and I agreed. 


He also caught the attention of the academic administration at a student conference when he confronted someone in a political debate, which showed that Alexei professed not the mainstream version of Lenin's idea but that he actually read Lenin's works and had an independent opinion about Lenin's ideas. The young man boldly cited Lenin's words: “Someone who does not understand that does not understand Marxism at all.” Alexei was remembered: young men who exhibited such passion for Lenin's teachings and wanted to understand them rather than repeat the party's interpretation were not seen that often. But years later he framed it jokingly: it was his neighbor from the party school who suggested that if he did not know how to win an argument, he could always quote Lenin as an ultimate truth. And he did so. 


Thirty years later, he remembers with satisfaction and pride how he moved through all the stages of the Komsomol in his leadership career – from the secretary of the course responsible for organizing several hundred students, to the secretary of the whole university, responsible for several thousand. 


Komsomol work was divided into sectors: ideological work, cultural activities, academic research and more. Alexei chose the science and research sector and organized student conferences and  competitions with other universities. Combining studies with Komsomol work was difficult, and Komsomol leaders had to be inventive during exams because they were expected to get excellent grades. Alexei recalled one case when through some strange reversal of hierarchy a younger faculty member was an ordinary member of the Komsomol committee and one of the students was a secretary, a higher  position. In academic settings, the hierarchy reversed: now, he was a student and she was the examiner. Someone came up with the idea of a clever trick to knock on the door during the exam and say that the secretary had received an urgent phone call. The examiner allowed the secretary to leave and, thus, he was able look up all he needed to get a good mark. When he came back, he told the examiner that the caller had assigned her some additional responsibilities but he assigned them to someone else. The examiner, much relieved that she had escaped additional work, expressed her gratitude in words and in the grade. 


Student folklore is full of such stories about tricks during exams, and Komsomol leaders were students like others only with extra resources and 'respectable excuses' at hand. But keeping excellent grades and doing time-consuming organizational work was a challenge and required a certain amount of brilliance, self-discipline, and a speck of good luck at exams, which Komsomol leaders tried to ensure for each other. In return for their time, they were rewarded by free trips to youth camps, were better positioned for negotiating some privileges from the administration, and had access to publicly restricted sources of information. For instance, Alexei could defend some of his friends when they were in trouble. Also, he obtained support from his academic adviser to receive a permit and work for a month in the Lenin Library in Moscow, the largest and the best equipped library in the USSR. This was a very special favor for an undergrad.


When I asked Alexei about rewards, he denied them and said that he did not see his work as a search for rewards:


Apart from additional responsibilities there were no special pleasures. Everyone went to drink beer-  and I went to a meeting. Everyone went to relax - and I went to organize a subbotnik. If I was the one who received a telephonogram (an official order dictated over the telephone registering the name of the person who received it), it was me who had to organize that event. “By tomorrow, find 300 people with seesaws...” (He laughs). But there were interesting people, we organized interesting events, like discotheques. The people and communication with them was truly great but there were no special privileges. I studied at a department where missing classes was punishable. We did not have privileges. And there was one professor who demanded more from Komsomol leaders, whom he openly disliked and loved making them look like fools.


However, the story below that describes the way he spent his fourth year at the university, when he had already established himself as an exceptional student and a Komsomol leader, speaks of a  different picture. All the events that he frames as serendipity could only happen to a Komsomol leader and even for such it was rather exceptional. I think he felt very secure in his position:


OK, this is how I spent the fourth year at the university...  Remember - there was a labor quarter in the fall at that time? I did it in summer instead. In the fall, I pushed through my documents for spending a whole month in the Lenin Library and got approved. I was writing my diploma thesis. It was a fantastic experience for a regional student. 


In October, it was the seventieth anniversary of the Komsomol. We worked so hard, I even didn't come to classes at all. At that time there was some kind of national quiz-competition, I sent my answers there without much thinking. The prize was a tour of the Golden Ring
. A telephonogram came: “You are a winner but we do not have enough spots for everyone so we will offer you a trip to an international camp in Sochi in January instead.”  But how?!!! We have exams in January! And I haven't done any studying!!!  So I go to the dean's office...Well, in the first half of December I submitted all the academic material I missed, and then took advance exams. And went to Sochi for vacation! It was interesting...


Then in March or April I was approached by the department chair: “Have you been to Sverdlovsk?” - “Why?” - “They are having the first olympiad (an academic competition) in history. We can't send anyone from the fifth year – they are graduating very soon, and you are in the fourth year and you are knowledgeable.” So, everyone goes to classes and I travel to Sverdlovsk. Again, everything was paid by the department. So that was also interesting...I got the fifteenth or the sixteenth place. 


In May, I was summoned to the (communist) party committee. Our university was assigned to check the work of the Institute of Foreign Languages in Piatigorsk. I was sent there for a week. It was a traditional practice then - for universities to check each other's work: the party committee checked their party committee, the Komsomol committee did the same for their Komsomol committee. It was a form of exchange of experience, and you are required to write a report about their strengths and weaknesses. 


And in June I was invited to join the party as a candidate for one year. So I became a candidate.

 
In this snapshot of Alexei’s life of early 1980s, there is a lot of negotiation going on behind the scenes. These gaps are marked by short pauses in the interview: “So I go to the dean's office (pause).” An experienced listener will know how to fill the gaps: almost every step had to be negotiated and every successful negotiation was an exception in itself. On the one hand, he took liberties unimaginable for an ordinary student: taking a labor quarter separately from his group (he never specified where he labored - not alone on a collective farm!), getting access to the best library in the country open only for  the Soviet scientific cadres, or going to a camp resort during winter exams. On the other hand, he was returning the favors to the school by representing it when it was necessary and organizing the official celebrations that had to be reported to the superiors. He had to be exceptional to cope with all that work and keep his grades high. His exceptional ability to negotiate came to serve him well later, when he communicated with mafia and creditors when his life was at stake. 



The Komsomol organization was remembered differently by my interviewees. Ordinary young people were bored and tried to find pretexts to avoid the formalities imposed on them: meetings, elections of self-governance and representatives. But Komsomol leaders remembered that part of their life fondly: they shared with me memories about many interesting people they had met through leadership camps and creative activities which they organized and in which participated. In the 1970s, Komsomol organized talented youth for a wide variety of activities ranging from quiz-type competitions to discos or sports and travel events. As we also see, leaders were trained in more responsible tasks such as evaluation of the work of another educational institution, exchange of experience and writing official reports. True, not all the work was exciting: Alexei mentioned an order to find 300 people with seesaws overnight as a common example of the Soviet-style last-minute absurdity although later, when we discussed the citations that would appear in my dissertation, he insisted that I should not allow this to sound lighthearted as if it was all the Komsomol did. He wanted to stress that these three hundred people were sent to build a youth camp for schoolchildren so it was a meaningful assignment. We argued about it for a while: I insisted that what he said in his interview in my kitchen on a summer night was also truth and he did not need to iron his story out to turn it into an official portrait – stories address many sides of truth and should remain stories. 


The traditional career for an ambitious Komsomol leader was to get a job at the municipal Komsomol or Communist party committee. But Alexei aimed higher: he wanted to get a job at the Vysshaya partiynaya shkola (the Higher Party School), also abbreviated to VPSh. It was the highest educational institution for the communist party leaders in the country. A friendly neighbor who lived next door and supplied him with rare publications worked there and he advised Alexei to set his goals that high. He may have offered help but that was never mentioned in the interview.
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The system of Higher Party Schools was launched around 1939. It aimed to prepare local leaders and administrators in economic management, social psychology and ideological work. According to the Bol'shaia Sovetskaia Entsiklopedia (Big Soviet Encyclopedia), one third of its students had to be workers or peasants who showed promising organizational skills and could be promoted within the party hierarchy. The rest were current leaders who needed to upgrade their skills and education for further promotion. To be admitted, a student had to be recommended by the local party committee.

There were fourteen schools of that type in the USSR, all located in large industrial centers. They were part of the system of promotion and the upgrading of the education of the party cadres and dissemination of advanced managerial experience. Several hundred thousand people went through these institutions between 1939 and 1974.
 The two forms of education were through distance-learning courses and full-time study (graduate and PhD programs). The out-of-city full-time students were provided with well-equipped rooms at the party hostel and distance-learning students traveled to attend lectures and exams twice a year, for which they received a paid work leave and a free or discounted travel pass. 

In the 1970-1980s, the party schools had departments of History of the communist party, Marxist-Leninist philosophy, political economy and scientific communism, international communist struggle and national liberation movements, Soviet economy and management, journalism, and Russian and foreign languages. Often, party schools functioned as think-tanks for the analysis of the Soviet and East European experience of socialist construction. They ensured that local leaders and editors of media outlets were in line with the central committee policies and facilitated personal networking similar to “old boys networks.” Alexei pointed this out to me implying that the Soviet and British systems were not that different in some ways. 


With a 'red' diploma, meaning he only had excellent marks, he was dispatched to a village in the middle of nowhere. He did not worry about that because he knew that the following year the Ministry of Education assigned a place for one graduate student (aspirant), and Alexei’s department head had promised that place to him. He needed to get a post-graduate degree before he would be considered as a VPSh lecturer. I asked him why he went to the village at all because there were so many ways to avoid that or to get a better assignment. He insisted that it was the only place he could go at that time. There were no vacancies for teachers in the city and everyone was sent to the countryside, where nobody wanted to go:


Those who stayed in the city were either pregnant women – there was an epidemic of 'false pregnancies' and 'false marriages.' If I wanted to go to obkom (the regional party committee), they would have written a letter asking for me and I would have been dispatched there. That was an option I did not use.


I was not satisfied with his explanations until we talked again and he explained that the regional party committee would not have allowed him to go into graduate studies – once you accepted a job there you had to stay with it. Going to the village bore no obligations and he could quit it and go into graduate studies. So he chose the village. He, however, went far beyond an ordinary teacher's role and tried to leave a meaningful trace in the lives of his schoolchildren. For instance, he proudly told me that he took a class of 16-year-old students all across the USSR – first to Moscow and then to Novosibirsk, where there was a meeting of youth clubs. For them, it was an eye-opener from their village perspective, Rostov was the center of the universe and very few would have ever reached Moscow. He said he dared to organize this trip only because he had been a member of the youth club himself in the past. Its activities changed the lives of dozens of Rostov teenagers bringing together children of intelligentsia and disadvantaged families to have poetry recitals and stage theatrical performances. So Alexei took the opportunity to expand the horizons of his students.


Unexpectedly, Alexei's academic adviser died of heart attack and the previous arrangements about graduate school were canceled. He tried hard to build new connections, flying to Moscow and Leningrad on his own initiative. The perspective of staying in the village for the whole term, two more years, was not attractive. He was lucky – several people in the Rostov pedagogical institute left and the administration decided to hire young specialists. He was invited back to his alma mater to teach journalism at the worker's department – rabfak, which had 8-month preparatory courses for those dispatched from the army and workers, who wanted to enter the university. He took a double load of responsibilities, being a deputy dean of the rabfak and doing Komsomol work. Again, he proudly informed me that he managed to combine teaching, organizational work – he organized some memorable events for the would-be students – and administrative responsibilities. He had a talent for organizing events. 


During the three years Alexei worked at Rostov University, he succeeded in securing a place for himself in a distance-learning graduate school and transferred to full-time study in Moscow from 1983-85, the years when Soviet leaders followed each other into the grave: Andropov in February 1984 and Chernenko in March 1985. Life was about to change completely, but no one, not even a well-informed journalist like Alexei, knew it at that time. His kandidatskaia (pre-doctoral) dissertation was written on the Don journalism and its relations with various parties during the 1917 revolution, a popular topic for Soviet journalists, with a regional flavor demonstrating the contentious relationship among various political groups and depicting the progressive role of the Bolsheviks. He describes the two years in Moscow as a wonderful time when, “you are paid money to do the work you love.” He found ways to combine work with visits to museums and partying with other graduate students in the hostel. In Moscow, he could also find scarce goods, like the famous cake “Ptich'e Moloko” (Bird's Milk) to take home:


The possibilities in Rostov and in the capital...When we returned home, we carried the cake “Ptich'e Moloko”. We had to queue for it 2-3 days in advance, come for a roll call every day, when you were in this line. They sold 30-40 cakes per day and when you are spat out from the queue with the cake, what great joy you feel! You bought a cake! I later bought a duck in the same fashion. 


Not only museums but communication with other well-read graduate students played a role in expanding Alexei’s worldviews. He befriended a woman who loved Pasternak and Solzhenitsyn, who took him to visit Mikhail Bulgakov's 'haunted house,
' a pilgrimage place for fans of his novel Master and Margarita. They also traveled outside Moscow to Peredelkino to look at Boris Pasternak's grave on the poet's birthday. He told me that on that occasion dissidents always gathered around the grave and read Pasternak's poems, which were banned from official publication. The authorities who knew about that tradition changed the local train timetable so that most trains would pass Peredelkino station without stopping on that particular day. Still, being an Orthodox Communist, Alexei only heard the names of Solzhenitsyn, Bulgakov and Pasternak as the enemies of people. Only much later did he get a chance to read them.


But in his other life, as a young party member, he had to run errands and fulfill party committee assignments. It was time-consuming but he enjoyed his increasing power: to negotiate a reward, save a friend from a difficult situation at work or school, or fulfill someone's dream. He told me that he made a very strong impression on a female fellow-student at her birthday by promising to fulfill any wish she could possibly have. She jokingly asked for a ticket to one of the popular theaters that never sold tickets to the public officially but distributed them through unofficial networks and insiders:


I tell her: “All right!” I go downstairs to the telephone and dial my Rostov acquaintance. “Do you have 'bugs' -  that was the slang of the day? I need to get a ticket to such-and-such theater.”- “Sure! Dial that number, tell them you are sent by me.” From Rostov he dictated to me a number in Moscow. I called that number and arranged for a ticket. Then I went upstairs and said: “You've got a ticket!” She was speechless. 


Alexei enjoyed his magic powers which, though clearly grounded in the ability to manipulate the social system and pull some invisible threads, other graduate students lacked. The invisible and complex system of mutual favors and connections called blat was not a new thing but for most people there were limits to what they could obtain through their networks. Alexei's magic stretched beyond their imaginary limits and its result was visible. 


In Bribery and Blat in Russia Ledeneva demonstrated that Soviet blat was a system of mind-boggling complexity based on personal connections that developed in the Soviet Union,
 and these chains of connections could be very long. The system was a structural outgrowth of the planned economy, where it was not money but dostup (access) to certain goods and services that was assigned to members of different categories in society. Certain things, like theater tickets to particularly popular Moscow theaters, were only distributed through insiders' networks and never sold to anyone. Money could not have helped in this case. 


 Chains of mutual favors could be really long and intertwined, and in this case Alexei called someone in Rostov who referred him to a Moscow contact. Naturally, the higher the power, the easier the access to scarce commodities. What mostly impressed Alexei's friends was the ease and the speed at which he, a student like them and not yet in a powerful position, found ways to obtain almost unimaginable things. He knew already that many 'special' things were already possible for him even in the position where he was and almost nothing would be impossible once he got where he was heading. A person like that was a great resource in any Soviet network, and Alexei performed his magic tricks for friends just for the sake of art. 


In a similar vein, the book of interviews with the Russian president Putin
 also had an interview with his wife Ludmila, where she mentioned that Volodya impressed her during courtship with his ability to easily obtain tickets to exclusive theater performances in Leningrad. Putin's magic was rooted in the specific access open to employees of the state security system, while Alexei's magic came from his ability to establish good personal connections within the communist party. Both systems operated outside  monetary considerations on a membership basis. But for many Soviet people money also had limited value while informal networks were the efficient way to solve everyday problems. 


However, that magic story was only the beginning because in the following years, when Alexei moved closer to his dream position, a lecturer at the Party School, his magic skills grew exponentially:


I had colossal possibilities in everything. Note what I said – in EVE-RY-THING! 

(MM: Like what, for instance?) The students we had came from all the area of the south of Russia up to Moscow, plus Moldavia. That is why if you needed to solve just any question, you could call the regional party committee. Those who worked in the School for a long time also shared their contacts. You'd come to the dean's office and ask: “Who do we know in such-and-such place?” And then you call him and say: “Ivan Petrovich! Did you study at...” And he'd say: “What is the problem? It'll be solved right away.” You know, when I read the book “Britain through the Eyes of a Russian” about the school system in England, it's the same thing.

(Have you ever tried to find out the limits of your powers?) What for? I heard stories from the older generation. If I were an Orthodox communist, I might have used it to the full.” 


The Communist Party was the base foundation of Alexei's magic. Another example he recalled was a story that happened in the summer of 1989 or 1990, well into Gorbachev's perestroika. He once had in his class a woman who was the secretary for ideology at the Sochi committee of the Communist Party. She confessed that she was too busy preparing some important celebrations and could not prepare for the exams so she asked him to give her a good mark. After reprimanding her a bit, he agreed – he wanted to show understanding and solidarity knowing how much time and effort organizing such events required. She thanked him and, in return, left him her phone number so that he could contact her if he needed something. Within a week, school was over and Alexei went on vacation. One of the privileges of his position was that he could choose from any sanatorium in the country for his vacation. Sanatoriums were free and reserved places for party leaders. Alexei chose Sochi and called an old friend who worked in the Sochi party committee to reserve him a place in one of the sanatoriums. They agreed to get together, get a bottle and remember the 'good old times.' When Alexei arrived and came to the party committee to meet his friend, the door of his office was flung open and the same woman walked in scolding Alexei’s friend about some delayed report. It was just a week after Alexei had given her a good grade. She was excited: “Oh! What are you doing here?!! Why didn't you call – we would have sent a car for you to the airport?!! Where are you staying?!! What are you doing in the evening?!!” 



The arrival of a Party School lecturer was a big event and regional party leaders depended on the VPSh courses for every step up in their career. But she also remembered the favor he did for her. When she discovered that her subordinate and Alexei were old friends, she softened and gave his friend extra time for the report. But that was not the end. Alexei slept late after spending the previous evening at a restaurant, and when he woke up, he discovered that the administration of the sanatorium was on alert. His roommate said that the chief doctor had already come three times to check if he had woken up. The chief offered him a luxury room and begged him to contact the top management for anything he might need or disliked: “I got a call yesterday from the second secretary of the city party committee – why didn't we warn them? He said we need to create proper conditions for you. Does your neighbor bother you? Should we move him to another room? ” 


Alexei thought this was very funny. The picture of the life of communist party functionaries resembled Gogol’s classic Revizor (Inspector General), a comedy of errors written in 1836, where a man was mistakenly taken for an auditor by the scared local authorities. They go to extremes to meet his every wish so that he writes a positive report covering their misdeeds. The popularity of the play is unbeatable - it has been on the stage for almost two centuries and was repeatedly filmed by numerous Soviet and post-Soviet film directors (1933, 1977, 1983 1996, 2008). The biting irony of Gogol' never wore out.

But the party magic was coming to an end. Gorbachev’s perestroika culminated in putting the party openly under fire for numerous misdeeds, mistakes, and corrupt practices. As the party hypocrisy, past and present, was exposed, common members started returning their party cards stating that they were appalled and ashamed to be in it. The party was also weakened by internal struggles and became a battlefield where the views of the progressive liberals and the orthodox communists clashed. Orthodox Communists complained of an ideological cacophony in their once consolidated rows. The “old guard” kept control over the local media and sent appeals to the population from the pages of the local daily Vechernii Rostov (Evening Rostov) to boycott Gorbachev's reforms. Liberal communists and democratically inclined citizens read the central newspapers and watched central TV, where programs like Vzgliad (Glance) discussed formerly unimaginable topics: sexuality, social injustice, life in prisons, and hazing in the army. It was a time of colossal mental shifts - what used to be anti-Soviet became normal discourse in Gorbachev's era, what was unquestioned became a topic of debate. In his job, Alexei was accused of anti-party propaganda on more than one occasion by the old communist guard. “What have you said again at the lecture?” his rector, a progressive liberal Communist, would jokingly ask him, “four people came to complain about you during the break.” Some orthodox-thinking students sent complaints about an anti-Soviet nest in the Rostov VPSh. 

It was the liberal lecturers of the Party Schools, according to Alexei, the most informed part of the communist intellectual elite, who founded the democratic platform within the Communist party. They did not go through a euphoric stage like the masses who took to the streets with populist slogans: “Communists are idiots!” or “Long live private property!” When I asked him if he had ever been tempted to leave the party, he denied it because he felt the party needed people like him: “Why would I leave? I felt like it was my party.  I wanted to struggle for it and defend it.” 

The late 1980s were a time of great excitement. The socialist system was disintegrating and the advanced scholars of socialism, like Alexei, were analyzing the diverse processes in different countries of the former socialist camp: Hungary, Germany, Bulgaria. Poland. Alexei liked that part of his life: Party Schools in the late 1980s were think-tanks: the academics there had unlimited resources to travel to conferences, they could meet other academics, ambassadors, diplomats, and specialists in any field, work in any, even secret, archives, and get information from sources that were closed not only to the public but to many common party members. For instance, when the head of the Club of Rome came to Moscow, Alexei managed to obtain an invitation to the closed meeting and the banquet in his honor where he sat among the journalists and political elite of the country. He believed that the world belonged to those who had access to information and his motto was: if we want to raise intellectual elites, we must know everything we possibly can. 

 When the August 19th putsch happened and  Gorbachev was arrested in Faros by the members  of the GKChP (Gosudarstvennyi Komitet po Chrezvychainym Situatsiiam or the State Committee for Emergency Situations), nobody expected it. Alexei worked late the night before and was sleeping late the following morning when a neighbor rang his door bell saying the country was seized by a military junta. He thought it was a joke. But it was not. He spent the day on the telephone trying to find out what was going on. His boss, a seasoned communist, warned him not to discuss much over the phone – it could be bugged. He wrote in his diary that an attack of the military against the people that congregated on the Red Square was expected at night. 

 Outwardly, life in Rostov did not change on that August day of 1991. As a journalist, Alexei claimed that there were no mechanisms in the Russian regions to make any impact on the events in the center, where big history was made. The putsch quickly demonstrated who was who in Russia: some leaders wanted to remove Gorbachev from power and restore the previous order, others were on his side. Despite the fact that Rostov leaders did not declare an emergency, which would show their support of the coup, they also did not actively oppose it or take sides. They waited to see how the events would turn and appealed to residents to remain calm and refrain from any actions. The coup ended as unexpectedly as it had started. 


There was, of course, a bunch of personal details. Like we had a general meeting of the lecturers with lights out. But that was in August so at 8 or 9 o'clock in the evening there is still some light. “GKChP is arrested”, we were told, “take all your papers, don't leave any compromising materials. The party goes underground.” The elevators, naturally, didn't work. We grabbed plans of work, various papers. But these are personal details, nothing was going on in the city. 

The image of a group of people, assembled in a semi-dark hall of the monstrous Party School building to discuss the situation before they went underground and then dispersed to their offices to liquidate traces of their work resembled spy films that once inspired Alexei. But “The party goes underground” should be understood as a jocular quote from the communist party history books, he insisted later. The party did not go underground after the coup – it was outlawed by Boris Yeltsin in a radical and widely supported populist act. All of a sudden, Alexei was unemployed. He found himself at home with his wife and their two children – a 3-year old and 3-month old. And he needed money to feed them.

4.4 The Beginning of Money


It was the summer of 1992, when everyone around seemed to plunge into buy-and-sell: “you buy it on one corner for 5 rubles and sell on the other corner adding 30 kopecks as your commission.” Alexei surprised me, declaring that he, in fact, had tried commerce: in the months when he had no income he tried to be a mediator in commercial transactions. He framed it not as entrepreneurship but as a joke: his ex-classmate, who traded computers, asked Alexei to ask around if anyone wanted to buy a computer and paid him a fee for each sale. It was easy to find clients because many people wanted a computer but they had little trust in businesses, and Alexei's recommendation meant it was a trustworthy seller. Then someone needed to sell a Volvo, and he found him a buyer. Some transactions began happening on a more regular basis and required that he have a price list and offer information about the characteristics of the product. 


So that part of Alexei's life took me by surprise: a party school lecturer was selling computers and automobiles in his spare time. On the one hand, doing business was a popular and financially rewarding activity among the younger Soviet men; it was usually limited to buying and reselling for a higher price. This activity was not very respected in Soviet society because the value added by the mediator was seen as speculation, and speculation was a criminal act only a few years earlier. People accused of speculation on the basis of Soviet criminal law and jailed were now being released and discovered that they had been punished for a morally acceptable activity. Soviet society had the first-hand experience that everything, including morality, was flexible. As a liberal communist, Alexei accepted commercialization covertly.


When the first stock exchange was opened in Rostov in 1991, he attended the event. Only when the photograph was taken for historical records, he tried to refrain from visibility: a former Party School lecturer among businessmen! That could compromise his reputation and he did not plan on changing his career or going into business.


It was 40-50 young men in one hall, most in their 30s and 40s. I think there were no women at all. They
 agreed on the rules of the game. Discussed the charter. You could be an independent or you could represent a company. Each had its strengths and weaknesses. I was told to go and check it out. I said that it was all alien to me. Well, I was told, go and get a taste of it. (Did it work?) How could I put it – it was enough to keep your pants from falling, we didn't starve. It lasted for eight months when I was unemployed.


Na podderzhanie shtanov (to keep your pants from falling) was a jocular phrase at the time meaning that you would not get rich but would at least not go hungry and lose your pants. After some time, the situation improved – the Party School was converted into the North-Caucasus Cadre Center and most of the lecturers, except for the most notoriously Orthodox ones, were reemployed. Alexei was glad that the expert potential they represented was not squandered over political struggles. The decision to convert all Party Schools into Cadre Centers that would continue to educate but without the ideological component, was, naturally, made in Moscow, by the progressive and pragmatic ex-Communists who held important positions in the Yeltsin government. The new Center had to finish educating the students who had been admitted, adjust the diplomas, and design admission rules and entry exams because previously students were recommended by the party authorities. Soon Alexei found another source of income – tutoring future students for admission exams. 


Traditionally, private tutoring for entry exams was widespread in the Soviet Union and prospective students were a huge market for private tutors, also linked to networks of bribery and blat. Private tutoring gave additional income for millions of university faculty, who could in addition to their state salaries tutor several would-be students throughout the year and give additional crash-courses in the two summer months before the entry exams. Tutors who sat on the entry exam commission charged higher prices for their private lessons if they could guarantee a good mark through negotiations with other commission members, and those who could not guarantee good marks charged less. Everybody in the USSR had a contact with the tutoring system when their children applied for higher education, except for the elites who could guarantee admission through their networks, or children of the lower classes, who could not afford private tutors and attended state preparatory courses.


Tutoring was not approved by the Soviet system but it kept a blind eye on it because it was considered a minor violation. Nobody was ever openly punished for doing it. In post-Soviet times, when faculty salaries plummeted and moral barriers for making a living were readjusted, tutoring became a moral way of making extra income compared to buying good marks at entry exams. For what was about to happen to Alexei, tutoring was a life-line, which allowed him to provide for his family and pay back a $33,000 debt that he accrued from having borrowed $5,000 initially. His salary was still equivalent to $100 per month. 


When he said that he did not help “his” students during the entry exams when he was a member of the exam commission, we had a little argument. He insisted that he never promised support, he just tutored the students to be able to meet the passing standards, but I refuse to believe it. Places in the entry commission, I had heard many times, were not easy to get – they were sparingly distributed (or sold) among many interested parties. But Alexei kept insisting he did not guarantee a good grade until I  accepted his arguments. His persuasive power was another distinguishing feature in him – it also helped him in events that unfolded: 


This practice [helping the students you had tutored during the real exams] was not tolerated – imagine that every commission member will help his five or ten students. Imagine the Baccanalia! We admit 150 or less students. There is a quota for the disabled, there are 50-60 medalisty (M: students with a golden medal for excellence who take only one entry exam in the main subject instead of four). And imagine that each member on the commission pushes for his own students! 


People told me that once the entry exams were over, the rector added students lobbied by the governors, the Legislative Assembly, different Duma deputies, big businessmen, and personal friends. He also has to attend to requests from out-of-city elites from all the south of Russia – Kuban, Stavropolie, the North Caucasus, and he needs to be able to admit everyone's children and then admit ordinary applicants who showed good results. So Alexei must have been right about not being able to help with admission but being able to prepare his students well.


The demand for tutoring was always higher than what he could possibly cope with: he did not  give me the number of students he tutored and I was polite enough not to ask. All the tutors, he said generalizing, could cope with a workload of, say, 50-60 students over the year while there were over 100 applicants willing to pay for tutoring sessions. He said he tried to keep his professional standards and reputation high enough and be known as a tutor whose students always passed the exams. Luckily, tutoring came in several waves: first, the students who lived in the same city and started preparing for the next year's entry exams early, then the out-of-city students arrived, and the final wave was at the end of the summer, when students enrolled in distance education took their exams. 

Teaching at the Cadre Center, earning additional income through business mediation and tutoring a few students, Alexei managed to support his family though the hardest year for everyone – 1992. That was when the market reforms began and the prices were released. Salaries of professors were low and would only get worse over the next decade so his main income came from the tutoring. But he was looking for earning opportunities around him. In 1993 he started “the Project” or “the Scam” - until today he does not know how to define it. 

4.5 The Project or The Scam

Some people in Russia had accumulated large sums of money by the early 1990s whether from fair trade or unfair dealings. Business dealings were done in murky waters far from the clarity of the Marx's classical formula Money-Commodity-Money with added' value. People with money moved toward the capital: those who lived in the regions went to Moscow, where life was better, power was closer and businesses grew faster. Alexei knew a successful businesswoman who had already relocated to Moscow but often came back to Rostov to visit her family. She told him that she had sums of money and wanted to invest it – to lend it to trustworthy people for a certain amount of interest. Twenty percent interest per month was an average rate at the time, but when money was needed badly, it could even go up to thirty or forty per cent. Money during the whole decade of the 1990s, but especially in the beginning, was in high demand. There were literally no banking loans yet and entrepreneurs were hungry for loans. Almost all business transactions were in cash and people with backpacks full of cash were dispatched on risky trips around the country to pay for various goods. Everyone needed start-up capital and very few lucky ones could obtain it.  


Alexei discovered that there was a niche for him in this market as a mediator between investors and emerging businesses, and he was in a good position to do it, as his socialist-era networks of people in power and Komsomol leaders could be used in the new reality. Here is that part of the story in his own words:

She had a boyfriend, a two-meter monster, who said he was from security services. Maybe he was lying, who knows. He claimed they could find anyone in Russia but why bother. Find us trustworthy guys and you will get your interest. At that time, all loans were in dollars and the interest rate was 20 per cent per month. You receive $1000, you return 1200 the next month. The mediator could put his own interest on it. She loaned at 10-15 per cent.

 I found guys who had cars, construction, real estate – it was guaranteed. I found them through Komsomol leaders, the former Komsomol construction brigades – those people got into business really early. I came to the former chief of construction brigades. He said that he did not want to have anything to do with that but he had a couple of entrepreneurs who were renting some space from him. He insisted that he did not want to be in that. 

And for a year, it all went well. I delivered them the money, they signed IOU papers, nobody played games. The creditors sometimes said: we need one or two million this month. Fine. Everything was with signatures. Then some disputes started in Moscow and in Rostov. And it all ended poorly for everyone. Those guys lost their business – some payments weren't made, some deadlines weren't met. A trainload of petrol passed by their hands and they had relied on that money, some construction brigades didn't want to wait and went elsewhere....One failure is enough. 

In spring or summer 1994, when it was still looking good. I took all my family to Sochi. We flew there, took a taxi and went from one hotel to another choosing what we wanted. I had just received two or three thousand dollars and much bigger sums loomed ahead. Naturally, we lived in a deluxe suite. They changed flowers in the room every other day. We ordered breakfast and dinner to be delivered to the room. This was a hotel where all famous Moscow actors lived. We saw them drinking beer. We lived in that hotel for a month. I met a colleague who came to Sochi with his daughter – they rented a shack somewhere in the residential sector. 

Those were the times when work was streamlined and I could easily get a loan of two to three thousand dollars whenever I wanted. I could put that into the project and it accumulated, a good job (pause) for a professor who should be writing articles or books.

 
The whole scheme ended abruptly within a year. Shortly before the end of it, Alexei, unaware of what was coming, had been asking around how to hide big money from the tax police. “Don't worry!” people laughed. “Try earning it, hiding is easy!” He and his wife were considering a purchase of a cottage in a prestigious rural settlement near Moscow where some Russian oligarchs lived. The real estate had not yet become that expensive. His turnover in dollars amounted to hundreds of thousands dollars. He repeated it slowly and distinctly, stressing every syllable, so that I understand: HUNDREDS THOUSANDS. He stopped tutoring and paid a colleague one hundred dollars to fill in for him during the entry exams while he went on vacation. A hundred dollars was a lot for his colleague – faculty salaries were really low, so he gladly agreed.


Then problems with non-payments started – the Rostov businessmen did not send the money on time, the Moscovites did not pay for some shipment and were annoyed. They arrived in Rostov and Alexei put them in touch with the businessmen. Trying to keep the system running, he borrowed several thousand dollars in his name with twenty per cent interest to help out the loan-takers. But failures continued. His own debt grew fast: five thousand became six the following month, then more. He thinks now that, maybe, the Rostov businessmen figured out he was a loner in the field and moved him to the end of their priority list. If he were backed up by a local godfather, they may have acted differently. He regrets now that he never asked the local godfather for advice and support – their children went to school together and he met the man briefly. But Alexei was proud and did not want to share his problems with others, trying to protect his reputation. 


Things got worse when the businesswoman, who lent the money, died unexpectedly and it turned out that nobody knew where exactly her money was and how much she had. Alexei was a target because they knew him well. Her family hired a powerful mafia group – the Solntsevskaya group -  to go after him while the local businessmen kept failing to pay him and the family back. Alexei was caught unprepared for such a turn and was unfamiliar with the rules of the underworld. What had happened to him has taught him some basic rules followed by the mafia: no one can actually arrive and extort a payment from a Rostovite unless he had obtained permission from the local godfathers. But that knowledge came too late. He should have been protected locally if he had known this. 


Being a man of intellectual descent, weak health, and frail build, Alexei had to negotiate with thugs and his own creditors who were getting restless. He had to organize meetings between the thugs and all the parties in the money-chain: some of his clients were entrepreneurs, others worked in the high status jobs. Then Alexei’s own creditors began to pressure him and hired local thugs to go after him. The second lesson he learned was that he should have stopped the debt accumulation and declared bankruptcy on interest and just tried to pay back the initial sum earlier. For a year all his extra earnings as a tutor went into paying the interest on the debt until he realized he would never be able to pay it. He finally announced bankruptcy to his lenders and promised that he would pay everyone back the initial sum. By the end of 1994, his debt had grown to $33,000, while his salary was still around $100 per month. For the following eleven years he was paying this debt. By 2005, a few years before I interviewed him, he was finally debt-free. 

During these eleven years, Alexei’s life was threatened on many occasions, he received calls at night, and was summoned to meet mafia thugs. He dealt with threats that his wife and children would be knifed. His life depended on his ability to negotiate:

I explained to them that I was too unimportant to be killed. No one would even notice. But if they wanted the money back, they'd rather keep me alive. But people are different. 

There were a few interesting razborki (meetings or negotiations with mafia). The Solntsevskaya group was rather dangerous. There was a situation where there was nobody to take with me to such a meeting. I asked my sister to come with me and be my look out. Asked her to sit on a bench that was 30 meters away so that nobody could see her. I asked her that if I am forced into the car to write down the number and call my friends or militsiia. We had to go to the relatives of the deceased businesswoman. I kept telling them that I was not going to run away, here is my phone number, let us meet those who borrowed the money.

Some razborki were a classic – the left bank of the Don, three cars from each side, exactly as they show in movies. Everyone has pistols and it depends whose side loses their nerve first. I was not alone at that moment.

One of his friends with a name offered him help in the underworld to be his krysha (protection). From that moment he could refer whoever approached him to that man, and he learned the third rule of the game: if his krysha was stronger than someone else's krysha, that person may never get his money back. His stronger krysha may say: “ There was no money. Forget it.” And the creditor would have to withdraw. So people chose to wait to get their money back and not risk. 

Life went on: while working hard to return his debts, Alexei defended his doctorate in journalism. In 2000, he did not need to stick to the Soviet version of how regional journalists supported the Bolshevik party.  His doctoral research in the post-Soviet time could treat Bolsheviks more objectively as one of the parties in the spectrum of the political ideas of the time. His status as a faculty of a prestigious regional educational institution was still higher than his salary. He was reminded of his poverty at every step while he was paying back the debt: at his son's school rich parents collected money for some school needs and they split among themselves his son's share telling Alexei that they knew he was poor. The school, which was the one I attended in the 1970s, was strictly for the children of upper middle-class, the elite, and the local godfathers. Alexei's son started when they were rich and his status allowed him to keep his child in the elite school but extra expenses that were negligible for most of the parents were beyond his financial means. 


After the only luxurious vacation in Sochi, Alexei could not afford vacations for over a decade. He tutored all summers to pay back his debt and considered himself lucky that he had this perennial opportunity. Stories about people who were forced to sell their own home, parents' homes, or dachas (summer cottages) to save their life were circulated in the post-Soviet discourse. He also knew what happened to the two businessmen who failed his scheme – one was kidnapped and chained to pipes in a basement until his relatives found the money to buy him out, the other ended in prison, which, ironically, was a safer place for him. 

All in all, Alexei paid back an amount of money which could have bought him another badly-needed apartment. Dreams about cottages near oligarchs had been abandoned. When an apartment was sold in their building for twenty thousand dollars, he still owed thirty thousand to his creditors. So his mother, wife and children still live in his parents' three-room apartment: one room is occupied by his mother, the other one – by him and his wife, and his twenty-year-old son and daughter have to share the third room. His wife, who even today does not know the details of what had happened, sometimes rebukes him that he has lost money worth of an apartment and a half in that scheme. 

4.6 Why Did It Happen to Me?

What I found the most striking in this story, however, is yet to come. As Alexei tried to explain to himself the reasons for what happened to him, he had two hypotheses but was not sure which one was the right one. The first was that he had become a Christian and was baptized at about the same time as his business problems started. It was a gradual process: as a liberal communist, he first attended a church service in the mid-1980s with a Christian woman he deeply respected. It took him almost ten years to accept Christianity and call himself a Christian. That was around 1994. Alexei thought that it could have been that it was Christianity that had brought his financial collapse. In religious and occult sciences, he told me, there is a concept of egregor, a collective mind that influences people's behavior and psyche and is beyond individual control. Egregor is created when many people come together for a common course. The power and stability of an egregor depends on the numbers and concordance of the group. Christianity has an egregor and the fact that he embraced Christian beliefs created an exchange of energy that did not fit his financial activity. Moreover, he accused himself of one of the worst Christian sins – gordynia (bad pride). When things were going well, he thought of himself too highly and looked down on others : 


I kept saying to everyone, when things were good, that there is money around, just under your feet. There are dozens of projects! Which was pretty much true. But, probably, it was the pride....I followed the growth of my money – this month I have another 300,000 dollars, and here is 100,000 more.

His second hypothesis was embedded in occultism: he told me that people must be very careful with certain mediums, such as water or wine, because they are capable of passing encoded information that can impact another person's destiny. 


Wine is a channel of information. And esoterics warns you: don't drink with losers. At that time when I was in Sochi, remember that colleague with the daughter renting a shack? I invited him to a restaurant. He was unemployed at the time and I wanted to return some past favors. We treated ourselves and didn't drink much. But he kept complaining all the time that things were very bad. Maybe it's my imagination now. But the change of the egregor, my pride and this...together...

Alexei's story puzzled me for a long time. Firstly, it was the numbers. How could one start from zero and go to half a million dollars in one year even if the money was lent at twenty percent per month? I made some computations and they did not tally. Secondly, why would a person with his education search for an esoteric explanation of his losses in what looked to me like a pyramid scheme?  Not to mention, of course, that these two theories were at odds with each other.

Economic reforms of the 1990s caused several waves of money losses and, in fact, it was hard to find people who had not lost some money. Everyone's life savings were wiped out by hyperinflation, to begin with. And that was only the start. Before that, Pavlov's reform in 1991 declared all fifty and one hundred ruble banknotes invalid within three days. It was an attempt to attack people with too much money, supposedly the criminal world, black marketeers and holders of illegally procured income, but so many ordinary people were caught in the trap laid out for big game. The Russian government played the Devil from the famous Bulgakov novel Master and Margarita, more than once turning money bills into plain paper overnight. 

The longest lasting wave that swept away large amounts of money from the bewildered population rolled across the country in the form of financial pyramids – MMM, Chara-Bank, Hoper-Invest, Hermess, and Vlastelina, to name a few. These were the best-known examples of nation-wide fraud scandals, in which millions of ordinary citizens and elites lost what they had accumulated over and over again. The term obmanutye vkladchiki (duped bank clients) could be applied to millions of those who suffered from financial pyramids, failed banks and trusts. Some pyramids were organized around popular public figures and were invisibly connected to men in powerful positions.
 Numerous investment funds and banks throughout the 1990s and well into the 2000s persuaded the gullible population to invest their savings promising high interest, new apartments and cars, and then disappeared. The government seemed to be so helpless against them that one might think it was on their side. These massive waves wiped the savings and earnings of average Russians, many of whom never even dreamed about risky deals. How much money was lost in business failures and fraudulent partners was hard to judge: business risks grew exponentially with revenue; fortunes rose and fell chaotically. So what happened to Alexei was not unique.

What was striking was how he explained it. The story puzzled me because he chose the language of occultism, in which wine was a medium and bad luck was a virus. In the first part of the life narrative, Alexei identified with intellectuals and the liberal communist elite, and he was better informed than most people around him about the processes of the post-Soviet transition to the market. If he built his explanation on Marxist theory or economic categories, I would hardly be surprised. Why would such an educated person use a categories of occultism and religion to explain what happened to him in his own life? 

I had to talk to Alexei again to solve these puzzles. I called him and was lucky to find him at home and free. I asked him about the money first. He explained that the hundreds of thousands of dollars came from his professional fees as a mediator, a percentage of the sums that were loaned to various persons. He insisted he took a standard fee for mediation. I did not dare ask how big the sums were. Then I asked him why he did not want to look at more realistic - structural or social - explanations for his bad luck. Alexei insisted that the scheme he created was not a pyramid, it was a normal crediting scheme: other people had done the same before and succeeded. I had to agree: in the absence of a banking system the market of loans was in private hands. 

We talked about the evolution of his views – how he moved from Marxism to eclecticism. He asked me not to stick labels: Marxism, he said, could still explain one part of the world, Christianity - another, and other ideas could be applied to different phenomena. One idea could not explain everything, that was what he believed now. That eclectic worldview, he said, meant not to get stuck with one thing only, but to use many ideas critically. He read profusely when censorship was lifted - the writings of non-Marxist philosophers and historians, all the banned authors, memoirs about GULAG, books on reincarnation, Russian mystics, and occult literature, and his views transformed. He could move freely along a continuum of ideas that offered different causalities. The language of Christianity and esoterics explained Russia's history and present, and even his own situation better. 

4.7 My Understanding of Alexei's Story

My own understanding of Alexei's life narrative echoes the work of Jean and John Comaroff on occult economies in rural Africa (1999). The Comaroffs used the words of Evans-Pritchard that new situations demand new magic in the epigraph of their article. Magic becomes a code “in situations of rapid social transformation, under historical conditions that yield an ambiguous mix of possibility and powerlessness, of desire and despair, of mass joblessness and hunger amidst the accumulation, by some, of great amounts of new wealth” (1963: 3-4). The utility of magic as a language and codifying system is to frame a reality that is incomprehensible. It is a sign of deep confusion about the forces that govern human existence. 

The post-Soviet transition seems to be such a confusing experience for a well-educated Soviet person. Shevchenko (2009) argued that “permanent crisis” is the new habitus of the post-Soviet person, which is constructed, inhabited and turned into a survival tool in the long-term social instability. Ries (1997) suggested that narrativizing reality that was unmanageable helped people feel in control of it to some extent. My findings support these ideas and demonstrate that the process of unmaking the Soviet subject and becoming post-Soviet was rife with moments of utter existential confusion in the face of the forces that individuals failed to understand. The fall of the old Soviet power signified liberation and  empowerment but the new locus of power remained mysterious to individuals for a long time: it was neither in them nor in the state. Religion, magic and mysticism proliferated since they claimed to know how to control or at least explain the new forces to some extent. They allowed people to switch worlds, map themselves  onto another reality, distancing themselves from traumas or unattactive social positions 

Ironically, it was the language of magic and not the language of rationality that better described the workings of early post-Soviet capitalism. The Comaroffs argued that the encounter of rural South Africans with the promises of millennial capitalism led to a dramatic rise in occult beliefs originating from the impossibility of making sense of what could be expected, the desire for success and the crash of hope. Russia seemed to be not much different. The master-narrative of capitalism that professed rationality and basic freedoms utilized the images of the civilized world, but it brought financial pyramids, scams, impoverishment, and destruction of the fabric of social life. It was not even the “survival of the fittest” doctrine, which was built on a clear rationale of brutal or arguably intellectual force; instead, its system of distribution of success was incomprehensible or based on the dealings of insiders. Compared to that, socialism with its distribution of money was crystal clear and transparent. It was easy to understand how money appeared in one's pocket, and if someone accumulated wealth, legal or illegal, its origin was also easy to track down. (Although there was a place for magic practices under socialism, but they were simple and naïve compared to the the market.) Market mechanisms of wealth accumulation, on the contrary, favored a few and left too many out of the promise of prosperity. But they were mysterious in who they chose to favor.


Stepping back and looking structurally at Alexei's situation, we can pose the question of what  conditions made his “get-rich-fast”' scheme work. How did he earn the fortune, which he subsequently and almost immediately lost? How did entrepreneurship operate when there was no banking system and what were the risks of taking private loans that stepped into the void?


Everyone in Russia needed money in the 1990s. Common people were enticed with opportunities unreachable unless they had enough cash while consumer loans were unknown.      Buying a household item like a washing-machine was still possible by saving but expensive things, such as  a better car or a better apartment, were beyond the reach of most people. Bank loans were given on very dubious standards: “Loan practices were based less on evaluating business plans than on trust or personal connections...Bank branches were under weak control from the center, often following dubious loan procedures.” (Hass 1999: 390) Besides, the high inflation rate created absurd situations, in which a large amount of money borrowed from a bank could be returned the following year by selling a couple of used office computers.
 The banks risked a lot as the rates of annual inflation in 1992, 1993 and 1994 were 2,510%, 840% and 220% percent respectively (Volkov 2002: 45).


Everyone who wanted to be an entrepreneur but had no access to banking loans turned to the private lending market. It boomed due to the high demand for cash: there was no bureaucracy or waiting for approval. This market operated on trust and social capital was a big asset there, but the high risks on both sides, for the lender and the borrower, were offset by even higher yields. The clients of the private market for loans were mostly ordinary people who wanted to start a business or go into trade. Millions became chelnoki (shuttle traders) and went on shopping trips around the world. The interviewees who engaged in shuttle trade shared with me that the average profit from one trip was three to five and, if very successful, ten times of what they had invested. Before the trip they collected money from relatives and friends, who would usually loan money without interest, and borrowed from money lenders.  The high interest rate, twenty percent a month, continued well into 2000s even when banks began offering loans.


Lenders were people who had accumulated money but did not want to or found it too risky to organize business. Stashing money at home was risky, too: apartment robberies skyrocketed, and even the installation of steel doors, the emblem of the 1990s, could not guarantee safety.  (An expensive steel door next to the dilapidated doors of other neighbors easily attracted crime.) The private lending market was managed by individual mediators, like Alexei, and by organized criminal groups: these groups controlled the return of the loan. Mediators operated through a network of personal connections between the private loaners, like the businesswoman who looked for safe clients, and emerging businesses. The private money-lending system was operating in the field of high demand and short supply for many years. The practice of krutit' den'gi (rotate money) and loaning was  extremely lucrative. 


Loaning, as I mentioned before, was based on trust. Alexei's work operated on a large scale judging from the speedy growth of his revenues. His wide-ranging social contacts made him a hub for various networks: former Komsomol leaders who went into business, former party bosses who held various positions in the city administration, classmates and friends. His niche was an excellent one: his move into that niche was a very smart and well-calculated act, if he had predicted the risks of working  alone. But nobody had experience at the start. Another thing that Alexei's training and experience failed to predict was the havoc and instability in all businesses. The destiny of entrepreneurs was very capricious: partners did not pay or deliver on time, businessmen were robbed, threatened to give up on lucrative deals, their goods were confiscated by customs, taken by force, or stolen by fraudulent partners.
 Violence and high risks were part of everyday life and followed entrepreneurs at every step.
 Alexei realized later that he was too inexperienced and he trusted himself, his intellect and his fortune too much. Interestingly, he still has doubts whether to call what he did a project or a scam, and he was not sure what he was punished for. In a broader philosophical perspective, he thought that he was not listening to the higher will that required him to develop his talent for clairvoyance and healing. 


Alexei is well-versed in many social 'languages,' Marxism, Christianity and various kinds of occultism. Alexei's life story is interesting with the presence of several frames in it. The language of Orthodox Christianity is one of such frames that is gaining popularity. Alexei turned to the language of Christianity in talking about how his gordynia (bad pride) could have caused his failure. He chose the language of occultism  to codify the uneasy disconnect between his own experiences and the circulating promises that “the possibility of rapid enrichment, of amassing a fortune by invisible methods, is always palpably present” (ibid, 1999: 293). Like the witches that the Comaroffs presented as semiotic codes distilling complex material and social processes into comprehensible human motives, the occultist virus of 'bad luck' and religious punishment encoded for him the powerful forces operating beyond human control. These codes allowed the mapping of translocal processes onto local landscapes and discourses.


When his troubles started, Alexei told me that he realized that he had been deaf to a divine call - he stopped reading detective novels and found by chance (but, of course, it was meant to be) books of Lobsang Rampa about Tibet that professed a mixture of religion and occultism. Then Alexei went to different seminars on spiritual practices and healing. He was convinced that he was selected to survive by divine help – many people could have lost their lives or health in his situation. And his path in life was now firmly related to spirituality:


I understood that I came to this world with a program that I have to fulfill. Whatever happens is meant to be, nothing is just a chance. And the world around is just an illusion....All our troubles are not random, they are sent to us so that we understand something important.”  


Alexei's story offers a unique picture of post-Soviet eclectic framing and struggle to construct coherence in the life story. He borrows frames and languages from so many sources that his story comes as a very intense intertextual patchwork. He has communicated with many social groups and could speak diverse social languages. Starting with his father, whom he calls rabotiaga (a simple and honest man who works a lot), his Soviet period is rendered in 'Soviet speak' but less intense than the way he used to talk when I knew him earlier. But his speech is still marked by the depersonalized dogmatic formulas of that time: Na piatom kurse nachalis' kolebaniia po kakoi linii idti. (In the fifth year, hesitations started about which line to take). When he described how he hesitated about the choices opening to him after graduation, he uses impersonal construction and the markedly Soviet word line, usually used in constructions such as 'the line of the party.' In contrast, parts of the story when he was threatened quote directly or indirectly the specific language of thugs. Krivoi (the One-eyed) or Doctor were the nicknames of his krysha (protection): esli chto – govori, chto rabotaesh s Krivym (if something goes wrong, say that you work with the One-eyed). Later in life, he talks about gordynia (bad pride) referencing Christianity. He can communicate with the souls of the dead: that businesswoman that died – I communicated with her half a year later. He used this language and these practices to deal with the pressures of being threatened and living in debt for eleven years. But he was born to be a negotiator and used the same rhetoric to persuade his creditors: And I told them: Give me a chance - wait. and God will give you, too. As a faculty member, he is very fluent in speaking the language of academia: he lectures about the evolution of the political order and the laws of historical development. Alexei has picked many social languages passing through various social context and he masterfully uses them in sharing his life story.

4.8 Conclusion

Rampant promises of enrichment are abundant in the seductive narrative of capitalism – but the proportion of those who will get rich and those who will fail is never defined. Socialist distribution and equalized pay were flawed and the hope was that the market would set everything right. I argue, however, that capitalism coming from books and mathematical formulas and capitalism, Russian and global, on the ground were two different things. Everyone in the Soviet Union studied capitalism as the ultimate ideological Other, many people romanticized it as the 'land of wealth and unlimited consumption' but few expected to encounter that level of unpredictability and threat when they enthusiastically agreed to bring the market to the Soviet terrain. Russian capitalism refuted the essential assumption that was taught in books – rationality, and it took away the essential feature of socialist life - predictability.

Firstly, promises of rationality, namely that hard work would bring good pay, turned out to be a fairy tale and far from reality. Anthropologists working in post-Soviet Russia (Ries 1997; Shevchenko 2009) found the discursive prevalence of concepts of chaos and world upside-down, anti-utopia, and through-the-looking-glass kingdom. Unimaginable money, as we see from Alexei's story, could be earned in financial services using a set of skills based on networks, or from the use of violence (Volkov 2002). 

Secondly, earning money and protecting one's money were immediately connected to risks to one's life. Russian capitalism took the form of the 'wild West' in a country that was used to order and safety in everyday life. Alexei's story was replayed in different ways in several other interviews. Another research participant told me that he was loaned money and then the creditor demanded it back before the end of the agreement. He was put under pressure and his life was threatened so he had to ask his mother for help. The outcome was that his mother was left without a summer cottage but with a live son. Another interviewee embezzled a huge sum trying to make ends of his business meet and was pressed to sell his low-end apartment and go into the street with his wife and daughter. An unmarried friend lived in hiding for several moths and finally moved abroad to save his life after failing to deliver a minivan from Germany, which he was hired to do but he crashed the vehicle on the way. 

Men who engaged in business and used other people's money entered a field of the unimaginable risks of losing life and family property, which involved their parents, wives, and children. Those who were afraid or unwilling to risk did not gain and some of my male interviewees complained to me exactly about their non-masculine character, imagining that they would have been in a better social and financial position if they had entered the field of risky dealings.

Thirdly, success went hand-in-hand with unpredictable luck, which also defies a claim for rationality. An attempt to rationalize one's bad luck brought deep confusion into the habitual frames of meaning-making and created a breeding ground for the revitalization of a wide range of super-natural beliefs, such as religion and magic. Even well-educated intellectuals, like Alexei, who was a member of a think-tank, have found themselves unprepared to understand the operations of capitalism in their own lives. 

The word and the category of “magic” did not belong to Alexei's vocabulary though “occult” does. I have used it as an umbrella term for a range of beliefs that work as a broad explanatory frame of systematic beliefs: for instance, “that was meant to be” belongs to a frame and “luckily, that was what happened” is a simple code to reference non-systemic change. Magic takes simple codes further and organizes them into a system of rewards and punishments linked to individual's past, present, or his ancestor's sins; it argues that whatever events occurred were not mere chance. But I also referred to “magic” ironically: the locus of Soviet magical power was in the Komsomol and Party networks. Alexei's Soviet  magic was akin to a circus trick: he knew how to skillfully operate the invisible threads of human networks and his networks spread all over the south of Russia. 

Though the locus of power is always outside the magician, there is an invisible connection between the magician and some forces that he manages to utilize. The post-Soviet locus of power has changed and moved to money. For this new power, knowledge and negotiating skills were extremely important so Alexei's understanding of how to operate in the new field was better than anyone else's. But it turned to be insufficient for lasting success. His success story ends abruptly and offers no clear explanations of reasons. In the new world, the stakes and the risks were high, and intellectual brilliance and networking skills were not enough. To understand our narrator's struggle to bring coherence to his life we have to accept the potential of magic, occultism, and Orthodoxy as essential elements of the post-Soviet mindset and the reasons for the upsurge of magical beliefs and practices in post-Soviet and post-colonial societies.
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CHAPTER 5.  

ALONE AGAINST EVERYONE.









         Alone among all - for all - and against all.

Marina Tsvetaeva, Roland's Horn  (1921)

5.1 Dreamers: People and States


Every political system has a dream, an ideal social world it wants to build. The dream forms an ideological metanarrative with a description of the ideal world and guiding principles for moving towards its implementation. Communism took the dream further, it set to raise a novel kind of personality, unfamiliar with any experience of inequality and exploitation and oriented towards the common good for the whole of humanity. It created moral scripts and rules that needed to be internalized and implemented by the subjects. Generations of Soviet people sang the popular Avia-march (1921), which in the very first lines gave meaning to their lives as Soviet people: “ My rozhdeny, chtob skazku sdelat' byl'iu” (We were born to make the fairy tale come true). The dreamworld was achievable through the collective effort of these masses, and the state constantly sought ways to unleash people's enthusiasm at work, to perfect the individual's personality, and to get people to follow a set of rules for 'being good.' More than anyone had imagined, reaching communism depended on the willingness of the masses to share the state dream and to work to bring it into life. 


Official Soviet newspapers and media asserted to country-wide audiences that the Soviet people wholeheartedly supported the policy, ideology, and political dreams of the state. But there is no doubt that the real Soviet subjects at different moments of Soviet history varied in the degree to which they wanted to be a part of the official dream-project. Even when it looked like individuals believed in the communist ideals, they, in fact, appropriated the ideological narrative and reworked its meaning in their own ways. Some subjects, like the protagonist of this chapter, grew into the state-asserted model of selfhood and used the official narrative to criticize others and the state itself for not matching its own ethical standards in real life. Others ignored the state goal of the common good and pursued their own benefits faking the adherence to the common cause. Some social groups in the Soviet society (dissidents, working class marginal groups, criminals) adopted subversive practices and openly or surreptitiously resisted the  accepted metanarrative. So the picture on the ground was diversified.


The message sent by the state propaganda machine was reshaped according to personality, class, and biographical factors; there was space for personal choices among the competing values of classes and sub-groups. The Soviet society that from one angle looked like a monolithic and faceless facade did not lack variety or individuality. But throughout its history, the Soviet state strove to take ordinary people and raise them to be the ideal subject-citizen who will unquestionably share the goals of the state. Despite considerable effort and certain successes in educating masses of workers and peasants to internalize Soviet moral norms and ideals, the process was never finalized. The non-ideal masses constantly corrupted the ideal script and slowed down the social progress. The Soviet state generously created conditions, which this chapter will describe, for raising the young generation to the requested moral standards. It was not an easy task.


By the mid-1980s, the Soviet dream felt more like a chain: the hit song of rock group Nautilus Pompilius “Bound by one chain, tied by one aim” (1986) expressed those feelings so well that it became the anthem of the disillusioned Soviet urban youth. Young people were tired of the collective dream imposed on them and longed for a free world, like in the West, where they could have their own, personal, dreams. The idea of the Western freedom and normalcy took over the minds of the masses as the communist dream fell apart. 


Susan Buck-Morss saw both the East and the West as two radical poles that, ironically, dreamed about each other: 


While we had been working to criticize the dreams of the past, we were living through the disappearance of a dream of the present – specifically [....] the dream that each side had about the other. Dreamworlds are mere illusions. In insisting that what is is not all there is, they are assertions of the human spirit and invaluable politically. They are the momentous claim that the world we have known since childhood is not the only one imaginable. For critical intellectuals from the East, the existence of a nonsocialist West sustained the dream that there could be 'normalcy' in social life. For their counterparts in the West, the existence of the noncapitalist East sustained the dream that the Western capitalist system was not the only possible form of modern production. (2000: 238). 


For the critical left-wing intellectuals of the West, the failure of the communist dream disturbed their own wished-for imaginary world. Despite a wave of nostalgia that swept across Eastern Europe and Russia, the former inhabitants of the socialist dream-world were reluctant to go back because, unlike their Western counterparts, they had already lived through it. Their dream about the normal Western-type life has not materialized no matter how much the Russian state promotes the new metanarrative of progress with private property and the market economy. Neither of the imaginary worlds seemed like a solution for the problems of an ordinary Russian. 


This chapter goes back in history to the last push of the state to mobilize the population around its dreams which was in the 1960s, when Khrushchev came to power. The new leader announced that the current generation of the Soviet people would live in communism and his statement was written into the New Program of the Communist Party (1961). The historical actors who would build the communist society had to have exceptional human qualities – be all-rounded individuals, highly moral and possess advanced consciousness. The Moral Code of the Builder of Communism  contained a set of explicit moral norms describing them. “The twelve theses of the Moral Code mention the word “intolerance” twice and the word “uncompromising attitude” also twice. As if an appeal to honesty (paragraph 7), conscientious work (2), collectivism (5) was not enough; in addition to all of those, the struggle with the opposite tendencies was added (paragraph 9).” (Vail' and Genis, 1988 :7).


 So the model Soviet citizen was not only a fighter for but also a fighter against negative tendencies all around: bad work practices, dishonesty, and pursuit of personal interests, which had not been eradicated. The Foucauldian model of capillary power and control was supported by a character trait: monitoring the work and life of other members of the society. The party needed a critical mass of conscientious shock-workers to accelerate the country's economic development and break through the Soviet backwardness into advanced modernity. If such a critical mass were injected into the national productive cycle “[T]he socialist economy would, in theory, [...] give rise to an upward spiral of achievement beyond anything witnessed before in human history” (Hanson 1999 :149). 


I believe that this historical moment has significantly shaped the life and the personality of Ania, the woman whose story forms the core of this chapter. She came from a working-class family and was formed by the state fantasies about raising a new person through a special educational system. Ania internalized parts of the state moral 'voice': she was the best worker in every job she had and she consistently struggled with the abundant examples of the 'opposite tendencies' around her. Her over-identification with the state morality and her struggle with others who did not follow the right moral script, made her a social outcast in her own social group. Her zeal and idealism are offset by the story of a working-class man named Tolik, whose life philosophy is an example of the negative tendencies that Ania struggled to eradicate.


The chapter offers a glimpse into the life of the Soviet working class, which in official discourse was the hegemonic and most powerful group with advanced consciousness, but in reality was divided into many diverse subcultures and groups mobilized as “dissent from below” (Kara-Murza 2001: 25). The culture of the working class resistance and dissent that emerged in the 1960s remains unstudied. I can only offer fragments of the picture that come out in life histories that I collected. Traditionally, Russian and Western academics have focused on the dissent of the intelligentsia (samizdat literature, underground art) or Soviet political dissent, which reflects the kind of sources generally available to researchers. Ethnographic studies of the current working class life are hard to find.
 Life of the masses in the USSR also mostly remained a terra incognita: Soviet scholars could not research it because the topic was extremely politicized by the orthodox communist discourse; Western scholars had no direct access to the field. This gap of knowledge about the life of working class masses did not remain unnoticed: “In reality, nine-tenths of the population of the Soviet Union is beyond any research,” wrote the Soviet emigre-writers Vail' and Genis in 1988.
 


 I discovered very different philosophies and practices among the working-class participants of the study. Ania had zealously adopted the 'voice' of the state and embarked on a lifelong crusade with the fraudulent work practices popular in Soviet times. In the post-Soviet period, she continued struggling with the new abusive schemes developed in the new conditions but she was getting weary of it. Her story states that in any ideological or economic order social actors corrupt the ideal script and undermine the ideal project adapting it to their immediate interests. So keeping the best possible project intact from the impact of actors is an impossible task. This chapter looks at the breach between 'how things should be' or 'should have been' and 'how they were/are' after individuals and groups appropriate and rework the state script for their own needs and ends. Ania's excessive, overblown allegiance to the ideal moral script highlights the impossibility of forcing everyone to adopt it and live by it. She sees the continuity between Soviet and post-Soviet life in the corrupt practices of the social actors that undermined first the communist utopia and then the normalcy of the market scenario. Her story helps us look at the transition through the eyes of an idealist and a product of the state system of education willing to adopt the state dream and implement it. The chapter also demonstrates the divisions within the Soviet working class and different subjectivities. 

5.2 What is the soul?


One night I was sitting with a woman, a night guard, on the stairs of a school, listening. The school was closed for the summer and very quiet. We were facing the river and the evening crowds on the embankment. Ania had been giving me the keys to the school hall, where I practiced playing the piano. 


When I decided to refresh my music skills and began looking for a piano to practice on, I decided to go to the administration of the nearest school and ask if I could play on the school piano. However, I almost immediately found out that my neighbor, who lived across the balcony and liked me a lot, was a close friend with the deputy principal. Rostov has one million residents but it is a big family in some ways. The deputy principal was strongly impressed by my story: a woman who raised two children and then went to America to get a doctoral degree and that superwoman was now in Rostov looking for a piano to practice on. So she granted her permission on the spot without even talking to me. We met later when she had to introduce me to the school secretary and people in the administration office. We immediately discovered common friends and I also remembered that as a student of the pedagogical institute in the 1980s my teacher training practice was at their school. Common friends and memories shifted me from being a chuzhoi chelovek (an outsider, a person who is not part of the group) to being a svoi chelovek (an insider), and I got access to the magic key.   


 Over the next few weeks, I came to recognize all the shifts of the night guards at the school but we rarely exchanged more than a short remark: usually they just gave me the key and turned off the sound alarm. The rationale behind having night guards has always been an enigma to me. They were typically elderly men and women whose capacity to resist a potential robber was minimal, although I could easily imagine them as a victim or a witness. Besides, the school was equipped with a modern alarm system that was activated if any lock was opened. Most of the time, it was activated when the guard absentmindedly did not turn the system off and someone like me, with a legally-obtained key, unlocked a door. 


During socialism, night guards used to be everywhere: stores, movie theaters, palaces of culture, warehouses, kindergartens, and schools. It was a respectable job for pensioners and the generation of disillusioned young people, “the generation of street sweepers and night guards,”
 who refused to work for the Soviet state. They could not be legally accused of dodging work, and yet they still did not contribute to the construction of socialism - a position that was tolerated by the state in the 1970s and 1980s. Strangely enough, this redundant profession survived the transition to market capitalism despite its low efficacy and increased competition with technologies like alarm systems. On a metaphorical level, the coexistence of night guards and alarm systems signifies how narratives and practices in transition societies overlap rather than disappear overnight. The presence of night guards was, I thought, partly justified by the inefficiency of the police. My other guess was that the institution of night guards was a means of helping out the poor and elderly during the post-Soviet times. It was a kind of secondary welfare system operated by individuals, usually the administration of an institution of business, and the decision to hire someone was often based on purely charitable intentions. This perception of charitability, as I later learned from a telephone conversation with Ania, was our common misconception based on an idealistic view we  shared about the realities of post-Soviet life.

Ania had some connection to the school administration through her romantic partner, as she later explained me. Her mother had died recently, she was unemployed and he had helped her out by arranging for that job. She explained his connection to the school director to me three times: he was “the cousin of the mother-in-law of the school director”, or, in other words, “the director's husband's cousin.” By the third version of her explanation I got even more confused and thought that I might require training in complex kinship systems to understand this. But the reality, which Ania discovered months later and shared with me over the phone, was not about kinship relations or help but about the abuse of one's social position for capitalist gain. The school director declared in official documents much higher salaries for all of the guards and cleaners, paid them only a fraction, and pocketed the difference. This scheme of cheating employees was familiar to many people but it left her indignant. She challenged the administration and, as a result, was forced to leave the job. All her rebellious stories ended in the same way.

I used to go to the school in the evenings and often saw Ania busily reading stacks of papers. One night we talked on the stairs for almost an hour. She shared with me a good part of her life story without even knowing about my research and read me her poems, which were surprisingly good. I asked her if she would repeat that on tape in more detail and she immediately agreed. Why she chose me with whom to share her story remains a mystery because she characterized herself as a “very closed, very lonely person.” Maybe, she was reaching out of her immediate circle and looking for other social connections? She kept telling me she was a difficult person, not what I am imagining her to be and that I should not idealize her. She must have had an ideal image that she could  not match but I never asked her about it.

Before the interview took place I offered to accompany her to a courtroom with my digital recorder because she needed someone to tape the court session. Ania was suing the employees of a powerful military publishing house for hiring her to work for a month and then releasing her without pay. She was indignant because that was sheer robbery. To me, her chances to win seemed very low but, as I learned from her story, she had an exceptional will. When she was a child, she got a prize in the category of “Za voliu k pobede” (For the Will to Win) in an athletic competition where she lifted a weight almost equal to fifty times her own. She had retained that strong will into her fifties and among the many things that impressed me in her life story, her fearlessness to challenge a powerful adversary against all odds impressed me most. But the competitions in life are more complicated than those in sports.  

She had answered a job ad in the newspaper about a year before we met and was hired to work night shifts on a conveyor in a printing shop. A month later, she was told she would not get the job but her salary was not paid either. When she fought for the salary, she discovered that the women in the human resources department did not even put her on the official records. Her trudovaia knizhka (labor record book) was blank. They had promised to prepare her contract, then tricked her and pocketed her salary. She was indignant because she worked very hard to get that job. 

That was just one of the numerous schemes that had appeared in post-Soviet times and in which hundreds of people were caught daily. I saw her adversaries in court - they claimed that they had never seen her before. Unlike Ania, who spent days reading legislative documents and laws, they were less prepared to deal with the incomprehensible language of the proceedings and looked very nervous. Ania was nervous, too, but she had a goal – to expose their lies. She had also consulted with lawyers. The court meeting was adjourned and the date for the next one was announced. This was where I left her in September 2009.

The practice of getting hired on probation and released without pay has been a marker of the lawless 1990s.
 Luring powerless people into working without an official contract and then leaving them without payment has been widespread. People caught in such schemes would vent their indignation but things did not go beyond a sigh or a curse: taking the employer to court was too cumbersome, expensive, and time-consuming. Much better for one’s mental sanity was to start looking for another job as fast as possible and hope that the abuser would be struck by lightning. In other words, who in their right mind would fight with injustice in Russia, where there is a deeply rooted historical tradition of the “insulted and humiliated”?
 

I was surprised to find a person who chose to fight for justice, do that on her own and be willing to devote her time, energy, and resources for such an elusive cause. Among the many people I interviewed during my fieldwork, everyone accepted the post-Soviet schemes and fraudulence as the status quo. My protagonist was a surprising exception although she was not a human rights activist. She lacked formal post-secondary education, had an incoherent career trajectory and was not afraid that nobody backed her up. That already made her a big exception from the start.

For a few nights, we sat on the stairs outside the school while she was telling me her story. To illustrate some point, she sang me a song of Alexander Galich, a cult underground poet banned in the USSR and forced to emigrate. The song was a dialogue between a man and the devil, who was persuading the man to sell his dusha (soul). The devil’s arguments were that dusha was useless (“What is the soul? It’s the last year’s snow”), and that honesty was as cheap and worthless as a pyatak (a nickel), while the lack of a soul offered never-experienced pleasures coming from the collaboration with the state. The payment, the devil repeated in the refrain, would come later, you really don't need to worry.  

Galich's song referred to the soul, the most important and complex concept of the Russian mentalscape. Dale Pesmen (2000) presents dusha as a hub of multiple overlapping concepts of conscience, hope, intuition, inspiration, the unconscious, as well as genuine interest, friendship, love, and compassion (311–13). Dusha is “a myth, a notion, an image, a consoling fiction, and a nationalist trope, it is also ways in which people did things and what they did” (12). Russians, as an imagined community, construct their collective identity around the concept of the soul and I often heard them say that they were bestowed with it in excess compared to other nations.  

Ania was sobbing when she came to the end of the song “And you will breed wolves and teach them to wag their tails” and snapped a comment between the lines: “That’s exactly what we have now!” She repeated it again after the next line “And the payment will have to be later, really, it will be only later.” That's what we have now! Galich branded the Soviet system as a pact with the devil, in which people sold their souls when they agreed to repeat what everyone had to repeat in those days though nobody believed what they said anymore. The Soviet dream and the Soviet reality had diverged so much that selling one's soul seemed like a natural act to survive. Ania envisioned the post-Soviet life as the continuation of that same pact with the devil. The corrupt system was gone and no one was forced to speak in a chorus or to lie. But people who had sold their souls in the previous system surrounded her in the new one. The “wolves” used to lying in the previous system had sabotaged the ideal socialist dream. Now they have smoothly moved on the conveyor of history into the next dream – normal life and fair market relations - undermining again the construction of better life with their crooked schemes. They infused the worst practices of the past into the present. All her life, she challenged and struggled with these 'wolves' and felt she was always on her own. She suddenly burst into tears and said: “Why couldn’t we live like we sang in those songs?” 

Really, why couldn't we? I will try to answer this question together with her.

5.3 The Soviet Childhood: between beast and cog

 Human time and the time of history converge when a person is born. Ania was born in 1956, the year when Khrushchev delivered his famous “Secret Speech” denouncing the crimes of Stalin's regime at the 20th Congress of the Communist Party. A lesser known outcome of this Congress was Khrushchev's plan to hasten the transition to communism by launching a new system of educational institutions - boarding schools, a move that was supported wholeheartedly by the party delegates. The schools had to be modeled on the pre-revolutionary institutes for young nobles (lyceum, page corps) where the best teachers taught the future aristocratic elite. The party dreamed that Soviet children will be taught by the best Soviet educators and will spend their spare time learning arts and trades.
 “If the plan figures were met, there will be 2,500,000 pupils in the new boarding schools by 1965-66, or about 6.5% of the projected total enrollment at that time. Granted that 6.5 per cent is a small part of the total school population, nevertheless 2,500,000 young people, products of a constant and thorough educational system such as a boarding school can provide, could exercise a definite influence even among a Soviet population of more than 200,000,000.” (Ambler 1961: 238) Children from boarding schools were reared as an air-borne force released into society to speed up its transition to the dreamworld of communism.

When I interviewed Ania, I had no idea of the boarding-school project. I discovered it by accident when I came across a puzzling phrase in the interview. Ania told me that she was an institutional child raised not by her family but by the state between the ages of five and fifteen. She was talking about her mother who turned a deaf ear to her complaints about the harassment from other children in the boarding school and she indignantly cited her mother who compared the boarding school with Pushkinskii Litsei (Pushkin's Lyceum). Such a huge misconception on her mother's side stunned me. Who would ever think about boarding schools like that? When I was growing up, just five years later, teachers threatened disruptive students with sending them to a boarding school. I knew that the threat implied a trajectory, that a boarding school was followed by a colony for delinquents and then  prison. Everything in this picture excluded the possibility of comparison with the famous lyceum organized by the tsar Alexander I, where the future poet Alexander Pushkin and a dozen young nobles were taught by the best professors in St. Petersburg. My research resulted in the discovery of a short-lived utopian project in which boarding schools would rear and release into society young, well-educated and politically active builders of communism. The bits of the historical jigsaw came together: Ania's mother was actually right, although the reality of Ania's childhood was different from the state plan.

In the 1960s, boarding schools were the favorite brainchild of the party and were conceived as the culmination of the Soviet educational system. The project received very generous funding. Some boarding schools were modeled on children's villages of the future: for instance, a boarding school built in 1961 in Safonovo (Smolensk oblast) had “a splendid school building, two spacious dormitories, workshops, a dining room, special cottages for small children, a medical center, an apiary, a farm, a park of 26 hectares, a stadium and facilities for water sports.”
 Apart from luxurious living conditions, the first such schools hired the best teachers, who were rewarded with higher salaries. The enthusiasm of parents was also overwhelming: to have your child live in these utopian conditions while you work selflessly inspired hundreds. The number of applications from parents, including Ania's parents, exceeded the capacity of boarding schools by at least five times (Ambler 1961: 238).

Ania was born in an ordinary working class family: her mother was an accountant at a large state automobile garage, moving to the position of the head of the accounting department and ending as a cleaning woman when she developed a mental illness. That happened when Ania was fifteen and her sister seventeen. Her father was a miner who lost his eyesight in a mine explosion. He retrained to be a music teacher and earned extra cash by playing at parties and weddings. Before her parents divorced, the house was full of music: classical, popular songs and musicals. Like all Soviet children, the girls were regularly taken to the theater and ballet, which was the norm for being a cultured citizen. Her father was drinking heavily, which often ended with him threatening his family with a knife. In such cases, her mother grabbed the girls and ran to the militsiya (police) station or waited at the nearest bus terminal till his rage abated. When Ania was six, her parents divorced: ten out of a hundred marriages in the 1960s fell apart for two main reasons – alcoholism and wife-beating. The number of divorces tripled after the liberalization of divorce laws in 1965.
 

After the divorce, Ania's mother, who worked long hours, gave her daughters to state institutions. So between the age of five and fifteen, Ania and her sister lived at a weekly kindergarten and then at a boarding school. Ania's early memories are that she was a sickly child with a difficult character, who is constantly stigmatized and punished by the caretakers – for left-handedness, unruly behavior, and for her sexual advances towards other girls.

When mother took my sister and me to work, we stole money and small things from other women's drawers there. We bought sweets and cosmetics with it. When I was sick and stayed at home, mother still went to work. So I stayed – all alone! And hungry all day! She stopped cooking – without father she had no motivation to cook. 

Ania described her mother as a heroic woman, one who was so selflessly dedicated to work that she felt burdened by taking care of her children. Her over-dedication to work had its tolls, and she found it difficult to forgive her mother for putting the common good above her children. Her mother, she said, had confused the important things in life. Her memories of how jealous she was of other children, who came from home smelling of vanilla rusks and home-made pies and wearing nice panties, prove that. Her own home was cold, there was no food except for boiled potatoes and onions, and she always carried around the peculiar stale smell of state institutions. 

 Mother was a typical heroine of the 40s or 50s. Take any film of that time, like “The Teacher” or “The Chairman,” where people are hyper-social, all their thoughts were about the common good, and that's what she was like. She completely excluded any private life, any love life and dedicated herself to work. Lived only by the highest ideals. This kind of life is selfless and stoic but the closest people suffer from it. She was a person of unprecedented honesty: volunteered for obschestvennaia rabota (work for the society), kept a mutual-help cash fund with tens of thousands of rubles!!! And finally she organized all on her own a trade-union library with 30,000 books in it. 


 Ania found that her own mother had much in common with the mother of the famous Russian poetess Marina Tsvetaeva, who was dedicated to music at the expense of her two daughters. Like Marina in her famous essay Mother and Music, Ania experienced simultaneous pride and bitterness from the lack of motherly love. There were more similarities between Ania and Marina: both became poets and outcasts rejected by the mainstream society. Ania, who discovered her poetic talent late in life, was rejected by the Soviet proletarians just as Marina was rejected by the Russian emigration. Ania pushed the parallel even further: she wore the same hairstyle as Tsvetaeva on one of her famous photos. She mentioned to me that she was told she looked like Marina, in case I missed the parallel. 
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In 1963, Ania passed from a weekly kindergarten to a boarding school. It was the early days of the boarding school project. Cold-war press, especially in the United States, hurried to proclaim that the new schools would provide superior education for the children of government and party leaders.
 But the priority for admission was given to children deprived of adequate parental care and raised by widows, divorced women, disabled parents, and families with many children. Boarding schools were conceived as one of the equalizing mechanisms of the state: they prioritized pedagogically neglected children who required additional teacher support. Ania's mother took advantage of the opportunity and passed the girls to the state institution that provided good education, home-style care, and better living conditions than at home: many houses even in a large city, like Rostov, had no running water, sewage, or in-house toilets. The absence of elementary conveniences carried a double burden on working women-mothers. 

Another misrepresentation of the boarding schools fueled by the Cold War was that the state would let the people produce children and then take them away from the family to be raised by the state. “In the face of the overwhelming desire of parents to rear their own children which we encountered, one may conclude that the regime cannot move quickly to transfer the care of children from family to communist institutions” (Herschel and Alt 1964: 213). But the enthusiasm of the population was genuine and parents voluntarily handed their children to the state. 

Ania continued to be a difficult and aggressive child in the boarding school. She said she was merciless to people and kind only to animals because she identified with them. Her relationship with her mother, when she was at home for the weekend, was very uneasy: her mother was very dictatorial, strict and heartless at home and they constantly quarreled. Ania kept stealing money, a habit her mother could not eradicate, and Ania also had fits of uncontrollable rage. Once, during such a fit, she stabbed her sister with scissors, which left a mark on her back for the rest of her life. At school, she was a negative leader and often broke the school discipline. But she was also an excellent student and a talented girl, who secretly envied other children for having mothers that showed love and care. Her boarding school teachers were patient, loving, and gave her the attention she longed for. The physical training teacher noticed her talent for sports and promised to take her to a specialized sports school. That dream never materialized because her mother transferred Ania to another boarding school without even asking her at the end of the summer. But that teacher was right in the long run: as a teenager and a young woman Ania excelled in fencing, cycling, pentathlon, rock-climbing and mountaineering. She could have had a career in sports. 

The transition to the new boarding school was difficult; the first year as a real nightmare. The new class did not accept Ania and she was harassed, beaten and terrorized all year round:

My happy life ended when I was placed in the 4th grade in the new class at that terrible boarding school. The children there were like a pack of animals. The boys were on my side - I was good-looking. But the girls – they were a real pack. Even now I still remember the name of their leader, she was a deadly, brutal force. Uneducable - her parents were alcoholics. She showed no emotions or feelings. Nothing but force, barbarity, and cruelty.... They began to terrorize me – I was an outsider and they already had a hierarchy, where they secured me a place at the bottom. But I was a leader myself. They would hit me, I would hit back. The degree of the conflict increased and all girls were against me. The boys kept neutral. The girls would throw a blanket over me and beat me at night. Pulled me by hands, by feet and by hair down from my bed onto the floor and beat me. I was like a beast against them all. And my mother called this - Pushkin's Lyceum!!!


It was not the children of aristocrats that she studied with but the neglected children of vulnerable working class parents. It took Ania a long year and enormous effort to climb to a leadership position there but she did:


By the 6th grade I had muscles. The girls started being afraid of me and the boys began respecting me. I was physically strong. Plus I had a character – I could kill. 


Then the strongest and the most handsome and good-looking boy in the class fell in love with me. He had no father and his mother worked as a barmaid on ocean liners that went abroad. She placed him in that school not because of poverty – she was wealthy – but because she had no one to take care of him when she was away. He was later sent to a colony for delinquents because he got into a street gang while he went home for the weekends, and they robbed a kiosk.


Gradually, the second boarding school became her home while her relationship with her mother remained awful. So most children went home for the weekend but she stayed at school. Sometimes her mother's friend who had two boys of the same age would take Ania and her sister for the weekend. But most of the time the girls preferred to stay in the school. The weekends were special: a relaxed home-style atmosphere was created for orphans or children like her who had nowhere to go. They were cooked home-style food, taken to the shower, which was a treat that they did not have in their homes. All these things were provided for free and the boarders took them for granted. 


The children were reared to be well-rounded individuals and not cogs in the state machine. Their ballet studio was famous and families from the neighborhood sent their children there. Every Thursday boarders were taken to the movies. They had their own music band, a choir, and arts and crafts workshops. Their labor training included the obligation to clean the dorms, the classrooms, and the dining-hall, like they did in the 'school-communes' of the twenties. They could attend various clubs around the city: one boy attended a horse-riding club at the hippodrome and Ania attended a ballet school at the city Pioneer Palace after their studio closed.  



 Very different interpretations of the boarding school project can be made from the opposite sides of the Iron Curtain. Supporters of communism saw this project as a manifestation of state care and a chance for the working class children to get a good education. Cold-War critics saw the project as another evil experiment to destroy the family, turn parents into biological producers of children, who were then taken away by the state. The schools were also viewed as an instrument of psychological manipulation and ideological indoctrination of the young.
 



What we see from Ania's story is that the boarding school system was neither a very successful pedagogical experiment to raise a new person nor an evil practice turning children into cogs in a socialist production machine. It was an earnest attempt at modeling the citizen of the future but it did not prove to be productive. The life of boarders was a very uneven terrain, where the best and the worst sides of life were inseparable. Teachers were excellent since from the start these schools attracted the best and most enthusiastic teachers. If any similarity with Pushkin's Lyceum was to be found, it was in the quality of the instructors. These enthusiasts were the true vehicles of social idealism – they passed their expectations, hope, and values to the children and inspired them with the view of true communism that the children had to build. 


It was the famous generation of the sixties, the shestidesiatniki,
 who came out during the Khrushchev “thaw,” shook off the fear of Stalinism and hoped again to see socialism 'with a human face.' Ten years later they would be confronted with the economic and political failures of socialism but the sixties were the last period of universal hope (Gomel 2004: 362). The Shestidesiatniki played an important role in regenerating the utopian project and moving it forward: they wanted to rear a generation that will know both literature and sciences and selflessly work towards the common good.  


Ania’s best memories were about the instructors. But she saw herself as a difficult teenager: she insulted teachers and stole money from locker rooms. But the teachers were patient and believed in her good nature. The music teacher noticed her gift and taught her singing. She was the star in the ballet class and performed in numerous shows. The physics teacher made her a teaching assistant to pacify her so she had to present new lessons to the class. The chemistry teacher, however, was her favorite; Ania remembered that she gravely insulted her one day by hiding behind her back and pulling the chair out when the teacher greeted the class and sat down. The poor woman fell on the floor with legs up and her bloomers exposed in full view. The class rejoiced. Ania commented flatly on the event forty years later: “We were wild and merciless. Half of us should have been put in jail and the other half – shot.” Did she really think this? Or was that metaphor a survival of Stalin's regime that coexisted with the social idealism of the thaw just as the night guards coexisted with modern alarm systems? 


The other side of boarding school life was far from paradise: the caretakers were very rude and used corporeal punishment. Soviet educational authorities acknowledged the problem of finding qualified caretakers– there were no institutions that prepared people for that type of work. Those who were hired brought their negative habits and views that shaped boarders' experiences.


The caretakers were cruel, they would beat us a lot. I rebelled against such a brutal regime - the discipline of the rod. Who gave them the right to hit us on the head with a stick? I fought them back. So I was suspended from school. I ran away a few times. There was one good caretaker later. She was 24 and we were 14. She invited us girls to her house, she served tea with jam and biscuits. And when she walked out of the kitchen for a moment and returned, there was no longer jam or biscuits there – we were so unpolished! She sang to us, she spoke with us about her love life...We adored her. I was blessed to have these warm, caring people around in those awful times. 


So the best and worst were truly inseparable: the good living conditions and loving teachers were offset by the abuse of the caretakers. Finally, it became clear that the results of the expensive state experiment were not very impressive. Children raised in boarding schools did not demonstrate advanced moral qualities or consciousness. There were, in fact, more delinquents among them than the state planners expected. Ania could well serve as an example of these negative tendencies: she grew up to be a leader of a teenage gang that terrorized the neighborhood. 



Everyone was afraid of us. We were a pack of animals. We were not allowed to leave the premises without permission but we ignored it. On one raid that I initiated, we broke all the windows in the new house, where people had just moved in. We collected bricks and smashed all the windows. And it never occurred to me that there would be a child sleeping next to the window. You see, I am a border case. I could have become a prostitute or a thief, could have gone downhill easily. But the kindness of the teachers pulled me out while the caretakers pushed me down. 


 Looking back, Ania strongly felt that life offered them a choice between two different trajectories: the 'animality' of the students and the caretakers, who recapitulated the brutal habitus of their uneducated or alcoholic families, and the enlightenment and high moral code represented by the teachers. Ania felt that her difficult childhood and her disruptive character could go either way, and she made a decision to become a good person and pull herself out of the 'pit.' She had to tame her  disruptive ('beastly') character all her life: she blamed herself for losing her first friend and later her first love when her difficult character overruled. She had her little victories over herself: she quit stealing when she was fourteen once and for all. That was the start of turning herself into a better person, such as the Soviet models: pioneer-heroes, polar explorers and war heroes. She would continue to pull herself towards these but it was not easy because, as a teenager, she was rebelliously unlearning the good models and enacting the bad ones. When she was fifteen, her life changed abruptly and she was released from the “incubator” into the real world. It was a disciplinary punishment: she was caught smoking. The new headmaster was a bureaucrat and wanted to report success rather than trouble so he sent her back home.  


By the same time, the boarding school project was significantly scaled down. The plan of rapid construction of boarding schools all over the country was curtailed due to the high costs of the system: for comparison, the annual costs for a boarding school student amounted to 500-650 rubles annually compared to 80-90 rubles for the ordinary school student or 150 rubles for a “prolonged-day” student.
  Boarding schools took away funding from mainstream schools. Six years after the Safonovo model school opened and children there lived in luxurious conditions, a local teacher's newspaper reported that day-school pupils of the town had to attend school in three shifts.
 The irrationality of funding dream conditions for a small number of children at the expense of the everyday needs of masses of others could not be justified. “The broad condemnation of Khrushchev's 'hare-brained schemes' by his successors of 1964 indicated some realization of such irrationality, and subsequent education budgets have been more balanced” (Kaser 1968: 95). The experiment was discontinued and boarding schools were converted into schools specializing in sports or orphanages. 


When Ania thought she was on the way to becoming good, she found herself at home, which looked awful and even had no basic furniture. It was from poverty but also due to another trouble: her mother was developing a mental illness. Ania had the first real encounter with a social reality that was different from what she was taught in the boarding school when she started school in the neighborhood. There, to her surprise, she was greatly ridiculed. She talked 'Soviet' and was too idealistic about what the books said as if taken straight from the official report. Teenagers raised in families had a much more sober and cynical view of the Soviet ideology and life. They mocked her incessantly.


I felt like an outcast again! I say: “Look here, this is written in the book!” or “These are the top-priority constructions! How can you doubt it's our obligation to go and work there?” The conflict was terrible. They elected me a komsorg
  as a punishment! As a punishment! Can you imagine?!!! Nobody wanted to perform that duty anyway......No one tried to beat me – these were different people. No one even harassed me. It was purely moral isolation. I tried to be a good – positive - person now but the group rejected me. It is difficult for a child, especially difficult when you are young. 


What she was taught and what she read in books was not found in reality, and her ideals and values were the wrong currency for real life. The reality was different and more cynical so she had to defend or abandon the ideals nurtured in the isolated world of boarders. Ania chose to stick to the moral code that her teachers had instilled in her, the one she wanted to be able to live herself, and she fought to bring it into life. She chose to be a positive leader motivating others to follow her. This was a life full of struggle with immorality and corrupt practices because people disbelieved and refused to follow the official morality. She, on the contrary, struggled to guard its purity and that got her out of sync with others.


Alexei Yurchak (2005) argued that the majority of people in late socialism had reworked the meaning of the Soviet ideological meta-narrative and 'privatized' it adding personal meanings into it. People reworked the meaning of public holidays, like demonstrations and parades, and turned them into private events, i.e., meeting friends and drinking together while carrying slogans the content of which nobody paid attention to. People distinguished between the formal parts of the ideology that were merely reproduced and the meaningful parts that they believed in. The meanings in the ideology were displaced though the forms were intact: “the more the immutable forms of the system's authoritative discourse were reproduced everywhere, the more the system was experiencing a profound internal displacement. This displacement...was in turn predicated on mass participation in the reproduction of the system's authoritative forms and representations, enabling the emergence of various forms of meaningful, creative life that were relatively uncontrolled, indeterminate, and 'normal'” (2006: 283).  Masses normalized the ideological narrative in various ways: some selectively accommodated the Soviet morality, others challenged or consistently subverted it. Ania took the Soviet moral code at face value, and her experiences in the boarding school created a picture of the world where she had two choices – the 'bestiality' of delinquents or the higher morality, which was Soviet in essence. The social idealism of the state was coupled with the idealism of a particular cohort (shestidesiatniki) that joined en masse the Soviet education system and instilled their ideals into the younger generation. A unique period of the Soviet history created a lasting imprint on the woman who was longing to live the life as it was in the Soviet songs. 


For the institutional child, the discovery that people in the real world did not follow the moral rules was traumatic and the 'normal' Soviet reality seemed 'awful' to her. Yurchak's subjects lived in harmony with the dominant discourse but not all researchers agree with that. Some argue that Soviet people lived in the world of hypocrisy and suffered from the lies they had to hear and say – hence the popularity of Galich's song about the pact with the devil. The social world in the Brezhnev era was structurally split into the official and private realms. This structural split presumed a moral split typical of hypocrisy. For Ania, who struggled to keep a coherent world, that was a torture. According to Voronkov and Zdravomyslova the master norm of double standards and morality was the organizing principle of late Soviet life (2004:103). Public space was regulated by official rules, and private life was governed by informal rules, which often significantly violated the official ones but allowed social actors more freedoms and normalcy. The same was pointed out by Levada (1993), who contended that the double morality was a feature that characterized the Soviet person as a social being. In the 1970s, the informal space was expanding; the state and citizens entered a social contract where the state did not interfere with their private practices as long as they obeyed it in general (Cook 1993, Hanson 2006). The official discourse did not openly recognize the thriving 'second economy' and other violations and individuals lived adjusting to the split between the 'theory' of communist life and the practice. An uncompromising attitude was not unthinkable: poets like Galich openly criticized the Soviet order, pointing to its violations. Ania would have agreed with him but at the same time she had never heard about him – he was popular among the intelligentsia and she moved in the working class networks. 


What I found paradoxical in Ania's narrative was that not only was she ridiculed by the ordinary teenagers but she was not recognized by the ideological establishment, like the Komsomol organization at her school. She was the komsorg of her class but she was not promoted within a Komsomol system any further. Her over-identification with the state narrative and uncompromising stance among the universal hypocrisy could have been the reason. As a true leader, she managed to bring the class together for the last two years before graduation. Soon, however, everyone went to study at different universities while she had to go to work and earn a living. 


Her idealism took her to a factory job. Workers in books were portrayed as bearers of advanced ideology, and that was another clash with reality: at the factory, she encountered abominable labor conditions, constant mat (swearing), blat (the network of personal favors), which resulted in her not getting a well-paid welder's job but being sent to a machine-repair workshop. In a few weeks, she ran away: the world of the Soviet workers was far from what she had expected. 


But she was also a young woman and she could not be reduced to 'talking Soviet' all the time. The richness and complexity of life narratives comes from their multivocality, as each person borrows narrative codes from many social and cultural sources. Linguistic repertoires of the Soviet society were very rich and extended far beyond Soviet 'language.' One of the distinct 'voices' in Ania's life narrative was Shakespearean poetry.

5.4 Life of the Soviet Juliet


Before the end of her boarding school life, Ania found a new self-image. In 1970, Franco Zeffirelli's film Romeo and Juliet reached the pioneer camp where she was spending her last summer. She saw the film twice and instantly memorized the verses and monologues. She remembered them even thirty years later and recited the opening and the closing lines of the play to me as we were sitting on the school stairs. Something in this scene – a night guard reciting Shakespeare on the stairs of a school in a provincial town in central Russia - made me deeply proud of the system that could raise children of workers to be reciting Shakespeare, even if that was a big exception. But I was talking to this exception. 

 
The fifteen-year old Ania enacted Juliet for several years. She looked like the actress in the film, sang the famous song, and recited Shakespeare off the top of her head. The dreamworld of a Soviet teenage girl was not dramatically different from the world of any other romantic girl around the world even though the Soviet material and political worlds were different. Shakespeare, removed from her dreary situation in a double way, – through time and space - was good material for a dream.


Poverty is inventive and cherishes tiny treasures: Ania the Soviet Juliet got a roll of colorful wool from someone and knitted a hat like Juliet's in the movie, adding sequins from her old ballet shoes. That was a great success in the neighborhood. She also persuaded her new friends in the class to take up fencing – a fashionable sport in the USSR at the time. The coach at the fencing club rejected them all – they were too old, kids should begin when they are ten, not sixteen. But she insisted and persuaded the coach to let them stay and try it. A few years later, she received the degree of kandidat v mastera sporta (candidate master of sports) in fencing. The two coaches in the club became her new substitute parents: they were kind people and invited teenagers, like her, longing for normal homes, to 

their family[image: image17.jpg]


 celebrations. She met her Romeo through fencing and spent six years dreaming of marrying him. Romeo was from a wealthy Soviet family of high-status parents. His parents, like the Montagues, strongly opposed his choice of a girl – not so much because of her simple working class origin but because she did not continue education and had no job. The Soviet Juliet discovered her place in the world of economic inequality and social prestige: she concealed from them that she had a mentally ill mother, worked at a factory, and lived in poverty. She never invited Romeo to her house and was relieved when he accepted a raspredelenie (state job placement) to go to a Siberian shock-work construction site. His parents had blat connections to keep him in Rostov but the young couple agreed that the right thing would be to go where society needed him most. Not all the Soviet youth had internalized the moral codes of communism but Ania and her boyfriend sincerely believed in serving the country and felt it was important. 


Inhabiting the dreamworld of Shakespeare’s Juliet screened off the unromantic reality of her second low-prestige job - delivering telegrams at a post-office. For her, it was a dramatic encounter with the world of machinations and corrupt work practices: her supervisor wanted her to 'share' some of the money she earned - yet she refused. They had a quarrel which ended in a fistfight. Boarding school life taught her to stand up for herself and challenge the people even if they had power over her. She had physical fights with the caretakers and she fought with her boss. Ania received a stamp in her trudovaia knizhka (labor book)
 stating that she was sacked for a disciplinary reason. This closed the doors for her to becoming a fencing coach that year, which was her dream: the teacher-training institute rejected her application because of the stamp. In a rebellious act, Ania threw away the labor book and started a new one. It was not a legal practice but a common one: the labor book was a form of 'writing' that created a social identity, a Foucaultian kind of power-technology, but Soviet subjects were not completely powerless. One could 'erase' his or her records, like Ania did, or be more manipulative and have two  labor books, a counter-power technology widespread in the post-Soviet era to accumulate years of labor for the state record and move towards the state while working in commerce either without a contract or using the second labor books. It was a precaution, a “just in case” act, which turned out to be a wise one in retrospect. 


There was another dream in Ania's life that crashed at that time: she could not control her 'beastly' character and behaved so badly with the young man she loved that their relationship broke. She blamed it on herself and spent six years trying to recover from it. In the meantime, her next attempt to join the workforce was more successful –  she took typing classes and found a job at one of Rostov's numerous research institutes. Soon, she became the best and fastest typist there but the one who had a record number of conflicts with other typists and the department chief. She never hesitated to point out to them that they wasted time, paper, and were negligent of their duties. Nobody liked her but she worked fast and earned a very good salary. 


In Soviet times, doing 80 pages of text per day meant a good salary. With effort, I could do that. But there are different ways to count a page – some pages have a table, they are done quickly, some were only partially filled with text. I always received pages with a full text because they all hated me. No one liked those who worked hard. Besides there are different tricks that typists could do to cheat and do less work. I fought with all of them – we should save paper, shouldn't we? Can you imagine - I cared for the state paper! And the chief still found ways to inflate the results at least 300% !!!


Her romance with the communist future and moral norms did not work either. In hindsight, the moral code of a model Soviet citizen, which called her to care for the state paper, seemed somewhat ridiculous from the present-day perspective. Now that the country had abandoned the dreamworld project and the common good was replaced by individual good she could look at her former self and the reasons why she was different: 


...I came from a closed world where I was taught how to love my Motherland. I was reared to be a good cog. We were formed to be nails, remember? Sounds terrible now but that was how we were taught to respect ourselves.


People as strong as nails was a metaphor we both recognized because it constituted part of our shared ideological heritage. It was coined by Soviet poet Nikolai Tikhonov
  in 1922, when the clarity of vision of the dreamworld was stronger than ever. Soviet children heard or recited the poem on many occasions at official events. If nails were made from these people, the punch line was, there would not be stronger nails in the world. As a poet herself, Ania found the metaphor “people being compared to nails” distasteful now that she came to think of it but in socialist times it sounded like any other revolutionary slogan. The Soviet ideological language of selfhood was very metaphorical: We were born to make the fairy tale come true, our mind put wings in our steel hands and a flaming motor instead of a heart. She did not mind calling herself a cog but nails sounded off-key to her poetic ear. Besides, being a good cog in a well-tuned state machine manufacturing the common dream was a step forward in overcoming one's 'beastly' origins and reforming to become a better person. 


Soviet morality had been wearing off and something must have happened to the conscientious cogs and enthusiastic nails between the 1920s and 1970s. Revolutionary charisma was replaced by the cynical reason of late socialism. Slogans were reworked into jokes that mocked the official script and the double morality split between 'what was said' and 'what was done.' Anecdotes about communism and Soviet political leaders were equally popular among common people and members of the ideological vanguard -communists and Komsomol leaders. “Indeed, it is no coincidence that the 1970s were the heyday of the classic Soviet anekdot (joke)” (Hanson  2007, Yurchak 1997). 


What made Ania so different from the cynical others was her unadulterated acceptance and idealization of the Soviet moral code as a symbol of ultimate morality. The boarding school impact, her mother's role model that she recognized and accepted later in life, her teachers' input in 'pulling' her out of the 'social pit' that she could have slid into all came together. She took on the official script contrasting it to the 'bestiality' she found inside herself and in other people in her surroundings (hooliganism, alcoholism, criminality, and wife-beating) and infused communism with the vision of a different – and better! –  future. 

5.5 The Lives of Others: Tolik


I would like to take a broader view of Soviet life and reconstruct other models of selfhood popular among the Soviet proletarians, a very diverse and understudied social group. One of my interviewees, a man called Tolik, is a good example offsetting Ania's story. I found him reaching to the margins of my social networks in Rostov when I searched for other working-class life narratives. In 2009, Tolik lived right on the main street in the center of Rostov, a very prestigious area. We met for a drink in an open-air Western-style cafe in the park across from his house. He was a friend of another ex-prisoner whom I interviewed and when I heard of his story I begged my interviewee to put me in touch with Tolik. What impressed me so much was that Tolik had lost his toes to frostbite in a dungeon refusing to surrender to the labor camp chief's demands that he should work. 


Initially, Tolik was very skeptical about the interview calling it obschestvennoye poruchenie (a public mission in Soviet parlance). But he got inspired by his own story and talked twice longer than he had planned. His life story, which I will analyze only in parts related to Tolik's adolescent and young adult experiences, illustrates a different perspective on the Soviet morality and selfhood that was much more widespread among the Soviet workers and an example of the “negative tendencies” that Ania fought with.


A sign of a massive ideological shift from believing in Soviet moral norms to losing trust in them took the form of a semiotic sign for Tolik – a grandfather with Lenin's labor award. The shock-worker's model of selfhood could have been more widespread among the working-class men of the 1930s and 1940s. Lenin's award was the highest mark for labor achievement and dedication to the country's goals. An award-bearing grandfather appeared in other working class life narratives which proved that the 'nail-type' mentality existed not only as a slogan created by the political imagination of the Soviet poet but translated into real-life practices. There were masses of shock-workers strong as nails with steel hands and hearts as airplane motors that constructed the beginning of the Soviet industry from scratch. 
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Both Ania's and Tolik's families had solid roots in the working class and each had an award-bearing grandfather that they proudly a mentioned to me. But there was a striking dissonance between the order-bearing grandfather of Tolik, of whom he was proud, and the reversed morale of the grandson who described to me his participation in theft from the same tobacco factory where all the men in his family worked. The life narratives of grandchildren living in the 1970s and 1980s showed a high level of cynicism towards work or common goals. Ania, with her struggle to work efficiently and prevent others from loafing, was more of an exception than a rule; Tolik, whose story will partially appear below, was a much more typical representative of the masses of workers.


The working lives of men in Tolik's family were connected to the local tobacco factory. Before the revolution, it belonged to one of the richest capitalists in Rostov and it later passed to the hands of the working class. Lenin used it as an example of Russian capitalism in one of his much-cited works and Rostov city guides mentioned the fact. Tolik's grandfather was an exemplary worker there, and his father also worked there all his life. His picture was hanging on the Wall of Honor of the factory. Tolik mentioned these facts to me with pride. Continuing the family tradition, the eighteen-year old Tolik spent the year of 1982, before he was drafted into the army, working at the factory. However, his was not the tradition of valiant labor: Tolik would regularly steal a batch of seventy cigarette packets and sell them to one of the nearest tobacco kiosks. It was a typical working-class cynical practice: all the workers knew the article of the Criminal Code that punishable theft started from 50 rubles and less than that was classified as a misdemeanor and punished by administrative measures. Seventy packets were worth 49 rubles 50 kopecks. The guard at the gate received three rubles to turn a blind eye. The salesgirls paid Tolik a little less than the state price, sold the cigarettes and pocketed the difference. So they got some extra income, too. The circle was repeated often and everyone - Tolik, the guards and the kiosk girls - were all happy. Tolik spent a wonderful year going to restaurants, flying to seaside resorts or to western Ukraine to buy clothes from their famous black market. He said he earned more than he could spend. The shadow of the award-winning grandfather whom he proudly mentioned did not cross his mind. He did not mention that his father, who also worked at the factory, ever reprimanded him. Ania and Tolik, despite their working class origin, lived by very different moral scripts with regard to state property and social good: Tolik represented what Ania was struggling with to implement the ideal script into life. But was he immoral or was that another kind of morality there? Because life narratives are representations of a moral self and Tolik shared his story with me, it has to be looked at in more depth.


Workers' theft from the work place was ubiquitous in late socialism
 and the discourse of it, when it was discussed in the media, was markedly Soviet. Theft was “an incident” explained by “vestiges of capitalism” in the early decades of the Soviet power. By the 1970s, it qualified as “human weakness” and lack of advanced vanguard consciousness. It was framed in the official discourse as an exception from the behavior of the “conscientious majority,” a rare event to which the collective should ritually respond by “denouncing” it at a public meeting. The inefficiency of this measure made it a laughing stock – theft was impossible to eradicate and it had little to do with advanced consciousness. Rather it lay at the core of the working-class sub-culture. 


The media discourse on theft as a widespread social phenomenon that emerged during the era of glasnost (openness). We can find examples in the local newspapers of the time of a radically different way of framing theft within one and the same year. In the beginning of 1991, the old discourse on theft prevailed. For instance, an article in Vechernii Rostov (Evening Rostov) on 26 March 1991 under the rubric Mery Priniaty (Measures have been taken) described an incident of theft at the Rostov tobacco factory: a loader was caught stealing cigarettes. 



Apart from the punishment of that lover of easy profit, given to him by the law-enforcement department, 


his despicable act was discussed by the working collective. The head of the human resources office 


informed the editorial board of the newspaper that a meeting of the workers was called. The culprit 


received a verbal reprimand [!] and his monthly bonus was taken. His violation was also made public 


through the factory newspaper.


The culprit worker had no voice in that article and the measures had no agent – the passive forms of the verbs (was called, was taken, was made public) assumed a united agent-force of honest workers and focused on the collectively-taken measures rather than the sources of the act. The language of the article is formulaic and typical of the immutable Soviet discourse despite the fact that it was over five years since Gorbachev's reforms began. 


The same newspaper published another article later in the year, on August 1. This article reported that three women from the milk plant had been caught with 355 cheese bars. But the discourse on theft was different here: the journalist pointed to the fact that theft had become not only a tradition but a form of valor, which was already a new way to frame it. The voice of the culprits appeared and it was not a repenting but a belligerent voice: the accused women declared that they did not repent what they had done but only regretted they had been caught. The journalist gave them a voice and replaced the formulaic moralizing with moderate astonishment. The novel discourse on theft incorporated evidence of the real people's attitude that was far from the prescribed one.
 It discursively linked theft with working class traditions and pointed to its contentious relationship with the state ideology – a relationship that countered the moral scripts created by the state meta-narrative. The Soviet working class life did not conform to the way it was described in the propaganda materials.


The first realistic representation of the life of the Soviet working class on the screen was the film Little Vera, which appeared in the early years of perestroika and had the effect of an exploding bomb.
 The despair of the daily grind of a typical working class family with a strict mother and an alcoholic father crammed in a drab Soviet apartment shocked and upset the Soviet society. Scenes from a young woman's life hovering between boredom and violence, criminal adventures at the local discotheque and a dreary day job as a telephone operator offered a sobering but recognizable picture. It was not so much the tragic end of the story but the hopeless, stagnant atmosphere of Soviet life that deeply disturbed the audiences in the USSR and around the world.

5.6 Dissent from below


Economists and political scientists sought the roots of the Soviet economic collapse in the disadvantages of planned economy and bad management, equal pay and the lack of motivation to work, or even in the inherent laziness of the Russian character. “Since the creation of the Stalinist system, the labor process in the Soviet industry has been characterized by the high proportion of work time lost to production. Such losses take a number of forms: the large amount of enforced idleness due to equipment stoppages or non-arrival of supplies; time wasted rectifying defects in production or repairing machinery; time during which workers must leave off production in order to hunt down or queue for parts and tools; or make them from scratch if they prove unavailable; time appropriated directly by workers to lessen the intensity of labor...” (Filtzer 1994: 181). 


Economists ignored the presence of a dissent culture of the Soviet working class, in which bad work and theft had developed into a form of social solidarity and working class identity in opposition to the identity of the heroic vanguard imposed by the Soviet state. “The scale of thieving was enormous...Workers steal partly because they see it as part of factory culture, as their way of redressing their lack of power with regard to management...Such practices are carried on openly and involve considerable solidarity among the workers....it was almost unheard of for a worker to turn in another worker” (ibid., 191).  Instead of an upward spiral of achievement, workers' resistance practices contributed to other factors that sent the Soviet economy on a downward spiral of collapse. 


Tolik's father was simultaneously on the Wall of Honor as an honorary worker, and he turned a blind eye in real life on his son's theft even if he did not participate in it himself. Tolik smoothly entered the culture where, according to him, “everyone is stealing,” enjoyed its financial rewards, and lived in harmony with others.  Ania, on the contrary, struggled against much lesser violations of the socialist system and was in permanent disharmony with her co-workers. Her impersonation of the 'voice' of the state consistently made her an outcast in her social group. She was powerless to make any real change on her own and the army of young communism builders had never been created. 


Ania worked conscientiously and was recognized for her outstanding productivity: her photo was on the Wall of Honor at her work and she held a diploma of Udarnik kommunisticheskogo truda (shock-worker of  communist labor.) But she felt she was alone among the ubiquitous cynicism of the 1980s summed in the popular saying “They pretend they pay us, we pretend we work.” 
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This ideological rift in the mass consciousness of Soviet workers that separated grandfathers from grandchildren came around the early 1960s from a confluence of a number of factors. The collective narrative of abusive power that ruined the lives of millions came from the Stalin legacy that continued to live through human bodies and minds branded with prison experiences. Another source of public discontent was the failure to provide the promised better living standards for the workers: in the 1960s, the party declared that it had reached the goal in general - socialism has been built, and simultaneously introduced unpopular economic measures raising prices and reconsidering production norms. Chaotic mass riots were often headed by the criminal or lumpen-proletariat elements with prison experience and challenging power became a form of valor. 


If Krushchev's dream was to raise an army of young communism builders and send them as an air-borne force into the Soviet society to motivate it to work harder, another army, that of ex-prisoners released into the society, acted as a negative factor of social life. After the 1953 amnesty, the Soviet state experienced especially strong “hooligan” pressure: instances of criminal take-over of municipalities or militia stations, harassment of the population, and robberies were on the rise and the law-enforcement agency could not put the situation under control for almost a decade.
 


The growth of workers' discontent and riots demonstrated the weakness of the propaganda rhetoric. The riots were put down by the army forces,
 two big ones involving bloodshed happened near Rostov - in Krasnodar in 1961 and  Novocherkassk in 1962. Channels of expressing working class discontent were brutally closed and instead of new strikes, workers tacitly withdrew from labor. These resistance practices, mixed with loafing and lack of discipline, decreased the general quality of life for all the population. “The notoriously shoddy quality of Soviet-made goods was in fact the perverted triumph of class struggle under socialism. Denied the institutionalized means to increase their wages through collective bargaining, the workers tacitly sought ways to decrease their labor inputs” (Derluguian 2005: 120). Resisting the state power that ruined so many lives, taking revenge for the failed promises to improve the working class well-being and brutally suppressing any expression of discontent created the breeding ground for 'dissent from below.'  


This culture of resistance ready to challenge the power led to the convergence of the marginal groups with the culture of inveterate criminals. This resistance was an incoherent mix of popular myths and belief that the Soviet version of communism was “corrupt” and people had to find the “real communism” rather than a coherent ideology (Filtzer 1994). The marginal classes raised their revilement “almost to the level of social protest that challenged the unrighteous power with its own values, myths and utopias” (Kozlov 1999: 211).
  A broad range of social groups – dissidents, critical intelligentsia, believers in communism, like Ania, but also criminals and hooligans – challenged the Soviet power and some of  them did it using its own moral script.   


Apart from the family, the two major factors of socialization of working class adolescents were the school and the street, which elaborated radically opposite ideologies. Young people easily fell under the influence of the criminal street gangs, which had developed a counter-code of values and behavior. Tolik's 'teachers' professed life po poniatiam (by the criminal code of conduct), which was based on never engaging in work and fearlessness towards bullying from authorities. Tolik lived that code to the full, when he lost all his toes from frost-bite in a punishment cell in prison, which he did not mention in the interview. What he mentioned was that he was not given food for 30 days while the chief of the camp tried to break his will. Tolik was proud that he won that round.  


Tolik and Ania demonstrate significant variation in the socialization models of young people from a working-class background. The balance of forces of state support and state opposition was uneven. Raising a true believer, like Ania, was a long-term project with unpredictable success, as the boarding-school project showed. The state could not effectively control the mechanisms of socialization and it was not alone in elaborating models of selfhood. Ania's and Tolik's different trajectories in the Soviet era resulted from subscribing to radically different group narratives, moral scripts and ideologies: Tolik never held a state job after his one-year employment at the tobacco factory because he became a burglar and served several prison sentences; Ania took pride in being an exemplary state worker but co-workers did not like her.


Ania's passion for sports helped her quell her social discontents resulting from the lack of   family and conflicts at work. She joined the city mountaineering club and spent most of her spare time with them. The club traveled to various mountain areas in the USSR with other clubs of mountaineers. My expectations that Ania heard Galich's songs from the rock-climbers community were wrong:  tourism and mountaineering were outlets for alternative cultures and developed their own song cultures, too. She heard Galich's songs on the public radio in the 2000s, which points to the surprisingly limited spread (and, actually, impact) of dissident culture outside of Moscow and Leningrad, and how tremendous were the social and cultural differences between them and the rest of the country.
  Large territories and social groups, such as the working class, remained unaware of the existence of dissent or alternative groups (the club of amateur song-writers).  

 
In her spare time, Ania taught children's sections at the club with another, much younger, man, who, like her, was running away from family problems and spent all his free time in the club. In 1984, he persuaded Ania to marry him. He was not a Romeo but she was pregnant with his child and memories of her fatherless childhood weighed heavily on her decision to agree. Within two years they had two little girls. Her motherhood coincided with the time when the young Soviet leader Gorbachev made some changes that significantly improved working conditions for mothers with small children who wanted to keep working: they were allowed to work from home. This kind of arrangement was unheard of and considered very progressive. 


Gorbachev's reforms allowed the typing department to introduce a piece-rate system, which created a huge competition for work among typists. Ania, who was at home, had little control over the distribution of assignments, and since she was disliked by everyone, she never got enough work. The competition for work among the typists gradually turned into a war in which one woman hurled a typewriter at another woman. Before someone was murdered, Ania decided to look for another job. She responded to an ad in a newspaper: a kooperativ (the first form of entrepreneurship) was looking for a typist. She got the job.

5.7 The Secret Life of Cooperatives


Cooperatives were a novelty in the mid-1980s. Groups of individuals set them up to provide hard-to-find goods and services at “commercial” prices. Generations of Soviet people had grown up under conditions where all state prices were fixed and reselling goods at a higher price was a criminal act. The change in laws made earning extra income legal, and many people set up cooperatives or combined a state and a cooperative job. No one was sure that the change initiated by Gorbachev was going to last. Ania was very happy with her job – she liked the idea that one could work hard and get paid well. The company trained her to do page layout on the computer, and for the two years she worked there, her salary was very good. She could not foresee the future: it was the last time in her life when she earned a good living.


The public and media endlessly debated the idea of cooperatives. Was that the right way to reform socialism? Why did cooperatives charge commercial prices when they used cheap materials procured at state prices? Cooperative owners were viewed as greedy people motivated by monetary gain, doing business was looked down upon but many cooperatives brought the quickest gain with small input: they set up  public toilets and maintained Western-level cleanness for a sizable fee, offered home-made meals at fairly high prices, or produced and sold fashionable shoes and clothes. Letters to Vecherny Rostov show that some people were happy to be able to buy clothes not from the black market but openly in the street; others complained about the quality of the cooperative products. A staunch communist criticized the moral decline of cooperative members - there were no communist party cells there. But cooperatives established the link between one's work and profit and the feeling of ownership lost over the decades of socialism (Ryvkina 1995).


Though many of the cooperatives were organized by the common people, the most profitable ones worked under the wing of municipal or factory administrations. People in power did not openly engage in the 'low-prestige' business but they could use gaps in the legislation to make a good profit and used administrative resources, cheap state supplies, and legal protection for their cooperatives. For instance, the publishing cooperative that employed Ania was registered as a non-profit but in reality it was a commercial enterprise. Long before the market reforms were officially launched such 'protected' organizations accumulated considerable resources in private accounts. Ania's cooperative was protected by the City Committee for Culture. When the state monopoly on publishing was lifted, the market was free of competitors. They published everything that one could imagine - from pulp fiction and detective novels, to romance and astrology books. 


It was the time when the bosses were allowed to take private orders. This is how they earned their start-up capital to go forward. We, the employees, were paid higher than the state norms but they divided the real profits amongst themselves. It was a collusion between directors and chiefs. They all had comfortable places near the feeding trough. And we fought amongst ourselves [...] The profits our organization received were enormous because they started at such a good moment: there were practically no competitors. And they used free state resources - typewriters, premises, paper – everything!  


The fake non-profit Ania worked at was a flex organization, a term suggested by Janine Wedel.
 Flex organizations were typical for post-socialist transition societies – they thrived on the ambiguity between the state and the private domains and went back and forth between them. Their strength lay precisely in their ability to equivocate and mediate to their advantage the bureaucracy and the market, the legal and the illegal. When the law on private entrepreneurship was adopted, the director of the fake non-profit closed it and opened a commercial company. Ania helped him to prepare registration documents and the charter and it was the first time she could see their true accountancy. She was shocked and appalled: 


 When I saw our accountancy, it blew my mind. We had been earning hundreds of thousands, the turnover was huge, and he never reported any profit. Instead he was buying expensive equipment and music centers, computers, even real estate. He invested all the money and always reported zero profit at the end. Naturally, we paid no taxes.


So when I saw all these facts, I understood that all perestroika is a fake. I was fed up struggling with falsifications in the state system, that's why I went to work for a commercial organization in the first place. And I saw that it was the same, even worse. [...]When he closed down the non-profit in 1990 to move on to a private company, we divided the property on our balance. My share was a typewriter - after two years! Since I had seen the real profit, I told him: “Look! Why don't you keep us in your business – we will help you as before. Didn't we work hard to create this resource?” But he wanted to get rid of us. So I called a meeting of all the employees and said: “Tovarishchi! We are being robbed!” 

 
The phrase “we are being robbed” became the key code of the new epoch of privatization and the division of common socialist property in the nascent stages of Russian capitalism. The form of address tovarischi introduced by the Bolsheviks in official domains marked the discursive framework of socialism from which Ania spoke at the meeting, branding the onset of unfair distribution of profits and concentration of assets in single hands as an illegitimate robbery. She exposed the injustice but was helpless to fight it: after that meeting she was driven out of the job. 


Ordinary Soviet people, the tovarishchi, were powerless to protest against being robbed en masse because the difference between business and robbery ceased to exist. Perestroika (restructuring) triggered a radical reconceptualization of Soviet values - the notions of legitimate and illegitimate, moral and immoral. The rapid turnaround of discourses on private property, wealth, work, leisure, and the meaning of individual life created contradictory frameworks and continuously destabilized moral values and social meanings. It was not clear how to frame capital accumulation in the conceptual chaos. 


In 1991, Vechernii Rostov lamented the confusion in what previously used to be a crystal-clear domain of 'economic crime.' Formerly, 'economic crime' meant speculation with state goods, hoarding or reselling them through the black markets. When Gorbachev's reforms allowed state enterprises to engage in commercial trade, directors promptly set up cooperatives and started selling their products through them. This led to further disruption of the poorly organized state trade. Huge sums of money slipped into private pockets but this was no longer a crime. The daily headed by a communist editor pointed to the consequences of the economic experimentation: all state construction was at a stalemate without building materials because two-thirds of all the brick plants in the region had gone into private hands (the first signs of the early anonymous privatization) and sold bricks only at commercial prices. Another article exposed the state fishing plant Don Ryba (Don Fish), which set up a commercial firm and illegally - or was it legally? - sold  its fish products there. Hundreds of thousands of rubles were siphoned-off into anonymous private accounts again. The bread plant was no better – it doubled the price of bread without asking the state permission, something which was unheard of before.  


The city administration discussed the possibility of setting up a committee to check prices around Rostov and punish those state companies that behaved as commercial ventures; but the problem was that the essence of the economic reforms was exactly to motivate state enterprises to behave as commercial ventures. It was truly hard to understand how to tell the good from the bad anymore and the circle of reproduction of the Soviet moral world lost its cohesion. In 1991, the state planned to move from the planned distribution to the basic market in five hundred days, which became the name of the program (“500 dnei”) devised by the leading Soviet economists. Ania, the shock-worker of communist labor, left the socialist world with a trophy, a typewriter, and a firm belief that hard work will feed her under any social order. But she was wrong. 

5.8 Post-Soviet Zoo-keeping


The first issue of Vechernii Rostov in 1992 came out with “Happy New Year, Mayhem!” on the front page. All prices throughout the country were released from central state control and within the first ten days of the year, according to the figures reported on January 10, bread, butter and sugar prices in Rostov increased by 300%, and salt, matches, and vodka by 400%. Not so long ago, the reporter said, a municipal official complained that the list of scarce goods was so long that it was easier to say which goods were not scarce. Now, the situation reversed: the scarce goods were now available but it was all about how much of them one could afford. Prices in January only jumped three times – up, down and up again and each time pensioners recalculated how many grams of meat and cheese a month they would be able to buy. 


In the same year, the first unemployment agency opened in Rostov and Ania went there. She was referred to a vacancy – the Zoo administration needed a secretary. On the spot, she discovered that the salary of an animal caretaker was three times higher and took the caretaker's job. It was not for the money only - her childhood dreams and books about animals weighed on her decision. Plus, she was never afraid of any work whatsoever.


But this twist in her life story caught me by complete surprise: studying the post-socialist transition at a state-owned Zoo bordered on absurdity. What could I possibly learn there? The life of giraffes after the collapse of the communist party? Predators and market reforms? But the Zoo it was. 


  The economic collapse that hit the Soviet industry hard had reached the Zoo with some delay. In fact, the Zoo director early into the reforms met the first mayor of Rostov and ensured that the Zoo received constant state support. I found this detail in the memoirs of the first Rostov mayor who must have supported many petitioners but remembered the Zoo in his memoirs.
 The life of the animals and caretakers followed a routine regardless of the national economic experiments: the animal technician always ordered more food than the animals needed, so that the workers could take some of it home if they kept their own livestock. Ania was assigned to an antelope pen. In hindsight, when the hungriest years came, the antelope pen was not that bad - tending horses was much worse (“you can only get oats from them”). She was once moved to horses as a punishment for her disruptive character – she constantly demanded from others that they clean the pens better and take better care of the animals. Not everyone liked that.


At that time, Ania said, she was so thin from undernourishment that she weighed 40 kilos (88 pounds) and had to push a 50 kilo cart all day long. Every day, she brought home carrots, potatoes, moldy bread and grain. Her family lived on the food shared with the Zoo antelopes and occasional church donations given to her by an old gypsy horse-cart driver. He got the food aid from his church. Ania said they all survived because she bought a goat. She put it in the Zoo with other animals. The goat gave plenty of milk which Ania shared with her co-workers so that there would be no jealousy. She never sold milk for money. This arrangement was an echo of the historical group survival strategy of Russian peasant communes, where nobody could get ahead of others or was dropped behind.


I worked very well, very conscientiously. We survived through the 90s because of the Zoo. [...] I was hungry all the time. We didn't see meat all those years. In 1994 and 1995, we were not even paid our salaries. My children suffered a lot - I had no food for them except for what I brought from work.

 The home was cold, everything was falling apart - indescribable poverty. It was all because I had climbed mountains when I was young and it never occurred to me to build a home! I was so impractical! My husband was in stupor all the time because his factory had closed down. He was out of work. We quarreled a lot and finally broke up – I kicked him out of the house.”  


Ania would have been happiest working with animals only and not interacting with people because the animal keepers' world was also full of conflict. There was group surveillance and occasionally someone reported to the administration that so and so took too much animal food home. Ania's co-worker was a vicious old woman babka Ninka (granny Ninka),
 who had worked at the Zoo all her life. She wanted to control and command others, a bit like Ania herself:


I was stealing (food) but I did not take more than was necessary. We had an old babka, a real pain, who kept piglets. She lived nearby and she was stealing. Occasionally she wouldn't give me beets screaming: “That's for the giraffes! That's for the giraffes!” She was squealing on me, too. But in the end god punished her. I told her many times:“Let's do things together! Let's help each other! Work for your animals and then for mine.” But no! She wouldn't. So once she started pushing this heavy cart and her womb dropped.
 It was awful. An ambulance came and took her away.  She was sixty years old but still very strong. 


I think that the reason why babka Ninka appeared in Ania's biographical narrative is because of her accusations that smeared Ania's self-image. She acknowledged that she had to steal for the sake of her family and explained that she never took more than they needed to survive. But, nevertheless, the accusations of her coworker deeply disturbed her. Of course, she counter-accused babka Ninka of double standards and of taking home food for her piglets, while Ania took it to feed her hungry children. She was the only breadwinner in the family: her husband's factory closed and he was unemployed and stayed at home with the children, which was a common situation in the working class families those days. Ania never left the animals hungry. However, this co-worker tried to displace Ania from her habitual moral position of a guard of state property and moved her to the position of everyone else's inferior morality. I think that in retelling me this episode of her life, Ania had to settle some scores with babka Ninka.


Ania was promoted to a more privileged position for some favor to the administration: cleaning the garage floor, which took only a couple of hours a day, and tending rabbits. The rabbit pen was a dream job by default: nobody knew exactly the number of rabbits because they multiplied so fast. Suddenly her voice changed so significantly that it gave me a start: 


I stole two. I wanted to check if I can kill an animal for the sake of my children. I could do it. And the other one we had at home as a pet. 


Did she feel that she betrayed something in herself? I did not judge her – I heard stories about the hungry times, when most of the plants and factories stopped in Rostov around 1994-1995. Money  lost value even before it was received. I addition, things got even worse, when the state stopped paying salaries at all. The Center sent money to the regions but it disappeared on the way and nobody knew where it went. While fortunes were made and lost, the whole society, especially, the lowest stratum but also employees from the local research institutes had to find ways to survive. I was always puzzled by post-Soviet stories about salaries unpaid for months and even years. And Ania's story sounded very real – and yet surreal: a conscientious animal keeper fed her own children with the food for the animals. Life on vegetables and moldy bread dispatched for antelopes was where she was much later than five hundred days down the road to market abundance. 

5.9 A Business Venture


The next turn of Ania's story took me again by complete surprise: she had an entrepreneurial idea! On the scale of my personal expectations of whether someone would go into business, I would think of Ania as the least likely candidate. But making a new start in life and earning a good living through entrepreneurship must have been in the air. She had an idea and I loved it. Her business venture took the form of a baby llama. 


In 1996 a llama gave birth to a baby that was so sick that it was deserted by its mother. She and her daughters nursed it with the goat's milk and it did survive due to their efforts. 


Animals in books and in real life are not the same. They don't have pity. The llama just left him and it was lying and dying. In the middle of the 1990s, the Zoo had no money to take the animals to other zoos for cross-breeding. So they interbred among themselves and that's the reason. My girls picked it up, put a ribbon around his neck and began carrying it around. We fed it on goat milk for six months, not the usual four. It survived but the herd still rejected it. 


I could see parallels between Ania's life and the baby llama's. Didn't she also suffer from the lack of motherly instincts in her own mother and wasn't she also rejected by the 'herd'?  


My daughters walked with the baby llama among the visitors and everyone paid attention to them. And then we had an idea! When the baby was one year old, we put our money together and bought a Polaroid camera! We asked permission from the private photographer who already worked in the Zoo. First, he was alarmed that the competition would take away his customers. He took away our camera and said: “The girls will work with me!” We had to accept that. I talked to my chiefs and arranged that the girls will be allowed to take the baby around. After a while, Rashid, the photographer, accepted us and returned the camera to us: “I see you are normal people.” People were so thrilled, and my daughters could earn my monthly salary in one day! And his income also went up. It was a great time but it didn't last long, just a few months.


The concept of entrepreneurship carried a lot of stigma in the 1990s: businessmen were looked down upon as greedy and immoral. Businessmen did not have dusha (soul) or did not care about it. In a famous anecdote, a new Russian signs a contract with the devil, in which he sells his dusha for a carload of sugar. He is suspicious that he gets the sugar at such a cheap price and keeps questioning the devil trying to understand where the catch is: “A carload of sugar, right? Just for the dusha, right? I still can't understand where you are fooling me.” 


But entrepreneurship was in the air and people wanted to try it. Letting her daughters play with money-making first shrouded the income-generating side and mixed the morally questionable profit-making with innocence: they spent their 'profit' on ice-cream and girlish treasures. But money was good, too. The happy script ended when Ania's supervisors, the head of the ungulate department and the zoo-technician, interfered. They claimed their share of the profit. Their behavior had its own historical logic: since the fifteenth century bureaucrats looked at their jobs as their patrimony where they were free to act (Ledeneva 1998). In the conflict that ensued, the baby llama was hidden from Ania and she was sent to feed the horses. 


That was when they decided to buy the baby llama. The gypsy diadia Sasha (uncle Sasha)  agreed to loan them his earmarked savings - grobovye (burial money). But the Zoo administration declined her offer: the director came up with another money-generating plan to organize a baby-animal playground with the baby-llama. In hindsight, Ania was lucky because the baby llama died shortly afterwards. It had a congenital pathology and lived only because of their good care. No one had thought about the risks of their investment and she miraculously avoided a serious financial blow. Soon after that, Ania left the Zoo. The monthly salary of an animal caretaker was eaten up by inflation and was now equal to the price of a pair of children's shoes. Ania remembered that detail because she bought a pair of shoes for her daughter with her last salary. She spent ten years of her life working in a state job at the Zoo. During this decade, the private sector strengthened its positions and people looked for jobs there because it offered higher salaries.  For the following ten years, 1999 - 2009, Ania worked for private companies.

5.10 The Cog in the New Game


Working for private companies brought good money but it was prone to at least two types of risks: first, the jobs were unstable as the companies often went out of business was one; secondly, the businesses engaged in a plethora of informal practices, which put the employees in a powerless position. Tricking the state and the employees by underpaying or not paying taxes of salaries was widespread. 


The social situation was grim: an army of job seekers released by the bankrupt Soviet industry (almost 60% of workers were laid off between 1992 and 1997)
 gave the private employees power to lower wages, dictate work conditions, and hire through unofficial contracts to avoid excessive taxation. The whole business sphere was immersed in informal practices and agreements: the state knew it was setting impossible rules for the entrepreneurs and forced them to lie, and the entrepreneurs lied but they knew the state was aware of it. Those who tried playing fair were inevitably forced out of the business field (Paneyakh 2008). Blaming entrepreneurs only would mean looking at only one side of the game because the state had an equal, if not bigger, share in setting conditions for the wide use of informal practices. 


The game left the people in entry-level jobs powerless and unprotected. The Soviet trade unions had disappeared and nothing replaced the vacuum. Breaking informal promises and fooling a powerless employee could be done easily and with impunity – and it was done on a mass scale. All the jobs Ania had fell into two main scenarios: the good companies paid her and the bad ones did not. It was impossible for new employees to know ahead of time whether their work would be paid at all. Ania changed many jobs over that decade: a telephone operator for two paging companies, a street sweeper, a nurse, a conveyor worker at an ice-cream plant and at a printing house. 



In the bad-company scenario, she was tricked. Once Ania was hired as a street sweeper by what looked like a respectable private agency “Chistyi Gorod” (Clean City). She worked conscientiously not only sweeping the designated territory but also removing all the garbage from the neighboring yards on her own initiative. On the day of the paycheck, she discovered that she was the victim of a scam: suddenly, there were two organizations that hired her and the one that controlled her said the other one was supposed to pay. The futility of finding out the truth was clear to her and she left in despair. Another time it was a “respectable” company:


I got a job at Don-Page, to work night shifts. Regular workers did not want to work at night because there are few calls and since you are paid per call you don't earn anything. So at nights you earn very little and it is hard to stay awake. But they did not pay me anything at all when they released me after two months. They just hired new people whom they would kick out, like me, after the probation. 


I was in the street again. I went to a hospital, to the chief doctor and said: “I am in very dire straits. Please, give me the job of a sanitarka (nurse assistant).” Because I know that when you are a nurse assistant the pay is very low but you are close to food. You can eat and you can take some home. And we were dying. We lived on soup only: two liters of water, one onion, one potato, a spoon of grain. And a loaf of bread. There were three of us - two plates of that wish-wash per day. Buchenwald! Oswiecim!
 This lasted for a few months. My mother was so weak, she couldn't get up. 


Hard work did not necessarily lead to good income unless the company was honest. When she found an honest paging company, she made good money by working hard, long shifts, and taking many calls. Again, she was the best worker but instead of the Wall of Honor, it was her salary that reflected her extraordinary morale.


I found an ad in the newspaper from AAA. It was such a respectable paging company! I worked there for five years. They recorded my voice on their answering machines! I learned to catch coming calls first. You see, I sat on the last place – the call came to me only if all the other girls were busy. But I discovered by chance that if I played with the receiver – lifted it slightly and placed it back – the call would come to me. So I used that trick. I started with 700-1,500 calls per shift and finished with 15,000!!! Imagine! We worked 12-hour shifts every two-three days. When I needed extra money, I worked extra shifts. It was a piece-rate system. My income was four times higher than the others' earnings. 


In the post-Soviet era, Ania did not have to push the others to work better. It was their own decision. The final result – the owner's profit – did not offer the same motivation as public good. But the market soon moved on to cell phones and all the operators were made redundant. Hearing people's messages all day had a side-effect: Ania discovered her poetic talent. Rhymes began coming to her with ease and her colleagues loved her poetic improvisations. Poetry, she said, saved her life in more than one way.


“If it weren't for the poems, I would have fallen ill and died. For instance, I had a tumor once, had a biopsy made – doctors found a cyst. And then – it was gone. All by itself.


Poetry helped and healed her. It occupied her whole adult life now: when I asked Ania to imagine her life as a book with chapters and to tell me the names of the chapters, she named three: childhood, adolescence and becoming a poet. She recited me her poems on many occasions – never hesitated to say: “I have a poem about it, I’ll read it to you.” I liked her poems and was impressed by the amount of sharp social criticism in her work. Many of her poems were about Russia, some were so critical that the editor of their literary club publication refused to publish them fearing for his position. 

She criticized the brainless masses that could be blindly led by any leader comparing them to rats and the Russian president to the Pied Piper. People, she said, often hated her for her sharp tongue but she claimed underneath her critique there was love. 


She remained a difficult person with fits of uncontrollable rage - the 'beast' inside. One of her stories haunted me for quite a while – so gruesome it was. This episode had violence and counter-violence: it took place one night when she was returning from a midnight shift along the empty streets. She was on the cross-walk, when a car passed on the red light right in front of her almost hitting her. Rostov drivers were reckless and at night they could just ignore the traffic rules.


It nearly knocked me down. I got so angry and hit his hood with a fist. The man inside made a U-turn and stopped. He walked out, approached me and hit me in the face with all his force. I even felt how something cracked inside me. Then he got back into the car. But you don't know my character – I can't stop myself in these situations and I was very angry - so I hit his car again before he took off. I felt such aggression rising inside me! And he stopped and started getting out of the car again – he opened the door and stepped out. At that moment another car whizzed by at a crazy speed and hit him with all its force. The blow was so hard that he flew several meters away. The car stopped and some dark-haired men got out. They looked around. There was only me and two other women that just froze on the spot. “Get out of here if you want to be alive!” We all dispersed. But, you know, I got such a kick out of it. I didn't care if he was alive or not. Probably not. In another situation, I would have  given him first-aid or raised my voice for him and challenged them. But here I just left.


Later she was ashamed of her triumphant joy and looked critically at herself. She knew she was not an angel. Most people were taken by surprise when they discovered that she was not a helpless creature. At the unemployment agency, which she visited regularly in the post-Soviet part of her life, good jobs were, again, preserved for  'friends.' That was the revival of the old Soviet blat networks of favors. She would never get any of the well-paid ones if it weren't for a serendipitous chance:


They started sending me here and there. And, again, I bump into our so-called 'reality' – which is an important point. They are an official state institution, they give me a paper stating that the salary  - it was an Italian furniture factory - is 4,000 rubles. When I come, the administrator looks into my paper and tells me that 4,000 rubles is the unofficial salary. The official one is 600. I didn't want to participate in their tricks but if I refuse the job, the employment agency will take away my allowance. They adopted some law about it. You cannot say “no” if the salary is above the subsistence minimum and 4,000 was way above. So with my horrible scandalous character, I go back to the agency and tell them: “How come you are putting down the unofficial salary on the official paper?” They start pressing me:“You can't refuse that job. We'll take your allowance away.” And I told them I would not give them back that paper, which I was smart enough to keep. I would take them to court for referring me to a job on the basis of a fictitious salary. They could not believe their ears and got really alarmed! So to pacify me, they sent me to a normal place - “Moroz” (Frost) plant to make ice-cream. Not only to work but to enjoy eating it! And the official salary there was 7,000.


Ania's stories were often interjected by a phrase:  And again I am bumping into our reality. The reality consisted of lies, nepotism and injustice and she always bumped into it imagining a different, ideal, script. She distinguished good and bad lies: when the owners tricked their employees she fought back but when the owners lied to the state she no longer raised her voice. Her attitude to the state changed: the new state lost its position as the source of morality and she abandoned the 'voice' of the state that she used to enact. In one instance, the workers of the ice-cream factory were offered to work 'unregistered' shifts, which were paid in cash and three times higher (not the regular 300 rubles but 900 rubles, from an equivalent of 10 dollars to 30 dollars per shift). The revenue for the invisible production passed the state control and went directly into the owner's pocket. This double-dealing no longer provoked Ania to criticize the owner who, in her opinion, played a fair game with the workers sharing some of his profits with them. He also showed understanding by keeping them employed in the winter, when ice-cream sales go down, by making vareniki and pelmeni. She was among the leaders when the workers put demands to the administration. 


Soon the ice-cream plant was taken over by raiders from Moscow. The workers had not been paid for six months and Ania was among the leaders of their collective action: they sued the plant and succeeded putting employees as a priority group to receive all the money in arrears. I could see now that she was better-equipped than I thought in her law suit against the military printing house.


After the ice-cream plant, Ania moved to the street-cleaning company “Chistyi Gorod” that fooled her by not paying, the same way as the military printing house. It was the same old story: she responded to an ad in the newspaper and was hired to work night shifts on a conveyor. After a month, she was released without pay and discovered that she had not been put on the official records. She demanded the pay and threatened them with a lawsuit. This seemed so far from real danger that it did not alarm the women who hired her. Their gruesome lies motivated her even more strongly to teach them a lesson. As she collected evidence against the printing house, it became clear that there was an illegal scheme there but it was hard for her to grasp it fully. The workshops worked all night printing unregistered publications, mainly advertisement, the same way as the ice-cream plant. Someone protected it as krysha and profited from it privately. She discovered by chance that the scheme included distribution of advertisement but the agency just dumped them into garbage containers at the outskirts of the city instead of delivering them to people's mailboxes.


 She also discovered that one of the women who tricked her lived nearby. She saw her one morning dressed in a white leather jacket clip-clopping to work on high heels. Ania could not control her indignation: she caught up with her and gave her a good kick right in the middle of her white leather back. The woman looked at her, said nothing and began walking faster. Ania gave her another good kick. This part of the story terrified me and yet I found some deep satisfaction in such a quick and efficient revenge. It was not clear at that time whether Ania would get anywhere through court justice but she executed street justice right on the spot. 


I heard the end of the court story over the phone when I called Ania from the States. The publishing house hired a lawyer while Ania spent months reading the laws, preparing evidence and looking for help from free legal services. She used all her unbridled imagination to present the court with such elaborate evidence that it was clear that the women were lying. In return, they accused her that getting a monetary compensation was her real motivation in that court suit. She rejected the accusation indignantly: 


 I completely disarmed them there – I stood up and said I do not want to take anything from them. I just want these three zlodeiki (villains) to get up and apologize! That sent everyone who was present into a stupor. I wish I had media there! Even the judge was flabbergasted. She said: “That's too much, they should at least pay you your salary. I order you to step out and come to an agreement.” I went outside with their lawyer, a young woman. I could see that she was on my side but she still tried to phrase the mutual agreement document in such a way as if I took back my accusations. I refused to that. She played a nasty trick on me - changed the wording of the agreement afterward. That was really mean.


Ania's unexpected victory in court was not only legal but moral as well. She demanded honesty from the others but it was a corrected kind of honesty, not the one she used to profess in the Soviet times. She said she did not care that the whole country works illegally, off the register, into someone's private pocket. That was already an accepted axiom. What she cared about was that people would not lose their conscience and act like “wolves.” One should be honest towards others - people should not be allowed to rob each other. And she read me a new poems about the motherland that ended with a mortifying image of a country with empty eye sockets and stone heart. 


Conclusion


The transition between the Soviet and post-Soviet life through Ania's idealist eyes is a story of continuity: those who lied under socialism and corrupted the common dream continued to lie under capitalism corrupting the script of a normal, honest life for everyone. Both social orders offered her a dream she wanted to reach and both collapsed through the corrupt practices of dishonest people. She fought with dishonesty all her life but all the time she was on her own. Finally, she retreated to the world of poetry, where she continued to expose the social ills.


So why didn't we live as we sang in the songs? Why did the people destroy to the dream? All utopias have failed: scripting the lives of masses of people to achieve one long-term goal was an impossible task. The Soviet state was a dreamer itself and it generously funded its own dreams to create a perfect person. The people the system produced were not perfect and refused to accept as theirs the pre-selected state goal. 


Actors plays a crucial role in implementation of utopian scenarios. But actors also bring them down in many ways other than resistance. Even the Soviet citizens who shared state dreams reworked the ideal script by putting their personal meanings into it and adding personal dreams. Others, like the Soviet dissent and the working class, the 'dissent from below,'  challenged the state narrative refusing to share it and live by it. Hegemony as Gramsci imagined it was impossible - the state could not control people's thoughts and dreams.


The breach between 'how things should be' or 'should have been' and 'how they are' was growing fast. Workers' practices and sub-cultures were a form of 'dissent from below' and there were other dissent groups in society. Ania's excessive allegiance to the meta-narrative was also a kind of dissent, in which she used the state script to criticize the state for its failings to make good on its promises. Ania appropriated the state narrative for her own struggles for the dream about honest life. Poetry was her way to move to that dream. I hope this one will not fail. 

CHAPTER 6

CINDERELLA BACKWARDS


I didn’t know poverty [in childhood]. I tell everyone that I come from the tale about a princess that became a Cinderella. It’s about me – the Cinderella tale told backwards. That phrase came at the end of my interview with Alina, a well-educated and charming woman in her late forties. When we met for the interview, she was not sure about her current marital status because she and her husband, a  lawyer with a private practice, whom she still loved, had just gotten separated. She was driven to this difficult decision by his drinking and infidelity. What she was clear about, though, was that she was a mother of two children: a twenty old daughter from her first marriage and a twelve-year old son from the marriage that just fell apart. Her daughter studied law and had just started working part-time for a businessman as a trainee-lawyer to be able to have her own income, and her son was a schoolboy. 


When I started analyzing life narratives, I set this story aside because it presented a serious challenge to the analysis I wanted to do - looking at how Soviet people negotiated the new social reality and participated in creating it through the restructured opportunities that opened to them after the fall of communism. Alina's life narrative almost completely ignored any social, historic and economic realities of the post-Soviet transition: personal events had completely pushed history out of the picture and I was at a loss how to understand it. Hers was a story about Big Love from the beginning to the end and I was interested in the transition from Soviet to post-Soviet systems.


Later, I came to think that the melodramatic genre that provided a coating on the life narrative and insulated it from the history I wanted to research underscored the complex connection (referential, cultural, and discursive) between women's narratives and the real-life context. It highlighted the power and the creativity of narrators to construct their history on their own terms. Coming from Heidegger's and Husserl's ideas that all experiences and self-understanding of historical beings are intertwined with history, I took Carr's approach that  “we are in history as we are in the world: it serves as the horizon and background for our everyday experience” (1986: 4). Even though historical or public events are less visible in female life narratives that I collected, history occupies an important place at the background of many stories and is accessible through discursive categories and genres that shape it.  


This chapter looks at the trajectory of Alina, who described her life as the Cinderella tale in reverse, and explores the structural conditions within the socialist society that make such a story possible. The post-socialist economic change created a fairy-tale world for some women and generated the conditions to reverse it for others. A Cinderella story played backwards is the story of a loss of higher class position. Alina's story also speaks about the changing gender dynamics between men and women in post-Soviet society. Finally, it highlights the agent's power to dream up and live a fairy-tale scenario editing out the pieces of the story that contradict it.

6.1 Could Soviet Society Raise Cinderellas?


A popular romantic reading of the Cinderella story links it to the female dream about meeting a prince and falling in love. A sober sociological mind would see in it a variation of the popular from-rags-to-riches myth about a radical upward mobility and crossing of class boundaries. A fixed set of variables that describe Cinderellas – age, gender, marital status, and income level - is completed by an additional unquantifiable category of extremely good looks, which is real capital in the social world. All Cinderellas start out poor, young, unmarried and stunningly beautiful. The story has been played out in real-life all over the world an innumerable number of times. 



One of the recent Russian Cinderella stories that has been much talked about is the discovery made by a fashion scout in 1999 of a beautiful young woman in a cold and bleak Soviet “hellhole,” in one journalist's view, in Nizhny Novgorod. Natalia Vodianova lived in settings ideal for a Cinderella plot with a Russian twist: a drinking mother with three daughters from different men and changing stepfathers. The future princess helped her elder sister to sell vegetables on the street, attended school irregularly, and had a younger disabled sister. Her life chances were grim. She did not aspire to a modeling career because glossy magazines and catwalks, even if they existed in Novgorod, were inaccessible to her. She attended some amateur theater auditions out of boredom and there she was spotted by a fashion scout. At the age of nineteen she was flown to Paris, then London, and within several years she has become a top supermodel of the biggest agencies around the world.
 


But the success story did not end there -  it needed a love story to complete it. Natalia met English aristocrat Justin Portman, fell in love with him and in 2002 they married in a lavish wedding in St. Petersburg that lasted three days. Media immediately picked up the story of the Russian princess: Tom Ford
 made her dress in pale grey satin with silver thread, the guests who came from Paris, London, New York, and Nizhni Novgorod, were dazzled by the revelries, the highlight of which was “a private performance by the stars of the Kirov Ballet held in the throne room of Peter the Great in the Peterhof Palace” (2003)
.


No matter how stunning this story is, it is something one would expect to happen because the conditions of capitalism are there to generate such stories: there is a huge machinery of success built into the advertisement industry, there is a fashion world with scouts, catwalks, and fashion shows, there are readers hungry for a sensation. The socio-economic component is also there: Cinderella depends on the presence of unmarried nobles or oligarchs with fortunes. That has been created in Russia, too. Nowadays, the most active and aspiring Cinderellas seek to generate opportunities that increase their chances of meeting a prince. For instance, in early October 2010, Russian media circulated the news that a group of female students of journalism from the Moscow State University produced an erotic calendar dedicated to the fifty-eighth birthday of the prime minister Vladimir Putin. The calendar was called “We love you, Vladimir Vladimirovich.” Each month featured a scantily clad glamorous young woman declaring her love for Putin with a provocative punch-line: “Vladimir Vladimirovich, the forest fires have been put out but I am still on fire” or a more ambiguous “Vladimir Vladimirovich, how about the third time?” possibly alluding to Putin's second unofficial marriage to young Russian athlete Alina Kabaeva.


How could Soviet women ever think of having such public displays? But contemporary Russia has changed enough for such an event to occur and to be reported by the media. Soviet women had little building materials for Cinderella-type stories because the revolution drove all the princes and wealthy aristocrats out of the country and the efforts to establish class equality diminished the chances of radical upward mobility. A Soviet-style replacement for a prince could possibly be a high military rank officer or a senior party bureaucrat, but the official ideology frowned upon frivolous relationships and frivolous relationships would lead to questioning the moral integrity and impacting the career prospects of a violator; besides, military leadership earned the name of “gerontocracy.” 


Soviet upward mobility was set on overcoming different type of obstacles: class and geography were intertwined. The lowest Soviet social position was a peasant in a rural village. The next step in the social hierarchy was occupied by a manual unqualified worker from the periphery all the way up to professionals, administrators and party leaders in major urban cities. What money could not buy for the Soviet citizens in the periphery was the overall quality of urban life: housing, conveniences, asphalted streets, parks and cultural life was offered in the cities and there were structural barriers to settling down in big Soviet cities. Rostov was on the list of a dozen restricted-access cities with Moscow and Leningrad at the top.  


Thus, if the class differences in Soviet society were somewhat blurred, the rural-urban divide was conspicuous. Communities were homogenous on a small scale and class differences were inconspicuous. For a Cinderella-type scenario, a young woman from a distant village needed to move to the capital.  Needless to say that the Soviet cinema offered dream scenarios, especially in the 1930s, when Stalin-era mythologies elaborated the “everything-is-possible-in-the-USSR” model. Alexandrov's musical comedy The Radiant Path uses the story of Cinderella and was initially called Zolushka (Cinderella) but Stalin interfered and changed its name. It describes the evolution of the Socialist Realist heroine from peasantry into an urban Stakhanovite; but she will marry only after all her career ambitions are achieved, in fact, the latter is a pre-requisite of the former (Salys 2009: 287).  


For men from the rural areas, the mechanism for upward mobility was army service  (Zaslavsky 1982). Education and membership in political organizations were open to both genders and special quotas were set for men discharged from the army and working class applicants. A limited number of rural men and women could move to cities if they took unattractive manual jobs (street cleaners, boiler room technicians), first temporarily and after ten years, permanently. They were scornfully nicknamed limitchiki or limita (from the word limit, which is Russian for quota). A downward trajectory waited for  Soviet university graduates at the end of their studies – through the system of raspredelenie, job placement, graduates were sent to work in what were usually unattractive rural places.  This trajectory was difficult to escape for people outside urban networks but it was a timed one: after three years graduates could return to their native place. An urban resident could at least return to his or her parents and join city life again, while the geographic mobility of the rural residents was restricted through propiska (address registration). Marriage with an urban resident was one way for a rural man or woman to move upward. So being young and unmarried was an advantage for a successful relocation to a big city at the start, but a crucial obstacle at the end of one's studies. Social actors knew the field and the moves to get to certain positions as a chess-player knows the strategic moves of the winning game, but these strategies had little to do with fairy-tale scenarios. 


Alina's social privilege in her early life hinged on two of the structural elements described above: being a resident of a large city, and the above-average status of her parents. Her personal identity as a princess could have been supported by playing many princesses on the school stage and continuing to be in the role off-stage because of her charming looks. To me, the choice of a Soviet romantic girl to embody a princess and not a labor heroine is one of the proofs of the futility of brain-washing machinery: there was propaganda and there was real-life and in the latter she was a princess.

6.2 Ingredients of the Life of a Princess


Alina was born into a professional upper middle-class family of state employees. Her mother was a biochemist at an anti-plague research institute and her father was a construction engineer. He was sent on trips abroad to developing countries in Africa, which usually raised the status and the wealth of the family: specialists abroad were paid well and got some hard currency. They could also bring back home luxuries unknown to the average Soviet citizens: jeans, cassette-recorders, and cosmetics. Alina's parents were very devoted to each other and to their only daughter. She remembered her childhood as the happiest time of her life, filled with love and tender care. The family harmony was very important to her and she imagined her own family life to be the same:  If father was fifteen minutes late from work, mother would have a heart attack. So he was never late. Alina stressed NEVER very strongly. 


In her childhood, she had everything she wanted. She was the center of the family. In addition, she was such a beautiful child that everyone could not help loving her when they met her. The first portrait in the series of self-portraits that Alina presented in her life story was that of a doll, an object of people’s actions and affections. 


Everyone has always loved me. I was a doll that everyone fussed over…..Everyone has coddled me as a dolly all my life. And everyone still loves me the same way and coddles me.


I first met her a long time ago - forty years before our interview took place, on my first school day. For ten years we studied in the same class. But despite that, we did not know each other well. There was a good reason for that: Alina was the queen of the girls' beauty hierarchy and I was an ordinary member: the distance that separated us was bigger than the distance between a queen-bee and a worker-bee. With her Goldilocks appearance, she was the unquestionable choice for the princess in all the school performances and fairy tales. She stayed on the top of the class and possibly even the whole school beauty hierarchy throughout all the ten years. All the boys were in love with her and she knew that. 


Students of our specialized English language school came from all over the city. Soviet children started school at the age of seven and throughout the next ten years they stayed with the same class group, attended the same classes and had the same homework. Classmates ended up knowing each other very well and life-long friendships were frequent. The school Alina and I attended belonged to a system of specialized schools – focusing on mathematics, sports, or language. Ours taught English language throughout the whole ten-year period of studies and we also had some subjects taught in English. Specialized schools were allowed to select children from all over the city and the administration selected better-off and professional families. Since language schools were popular, the administration could gain some support from the influential parents. My classmates came from the all-inclusive category of 'state employees’ that covered high-rank military, engineers, top managers of enterprises, and city administrators, but also doctors, university professors, and employees of research institutes. I learned many years later that when the headmistress summoned delinquent boys to her office, she used to say: “Remember: there are no children of workers among you.” 


I did not know that because I was a good student and never misbehaved. But I lived with my old semi-literate grandparents of peasant origin and we spent most of the holidays at their respective villages. How did I end up studying at a school for the city elite? Probably, I was placed into that elite school by some influential relatives, whose daughter studied there. They used blat (informal networks) to arrange for my placement after the admission exams had passed because I arrived later. 


As a student, I had no sense of class differences in Soviet society in general and never noticed the difference between me and other classmates in particular. Public display of differences in status or wealth were discouraged and all students were required to wear identical factory-manufactured uniforms. These uniforms were hated by all students who learned the first lessons of how to work around the Soviet system by manipulating their tailor-made uniforms. Uniforms of high school students followed the fashion of the year and were made from expensive fashionable fabrics. The idea of unity behind the school uniform was stalwart but the clothes students wore managed to reflect their individuality. The Soviet high school was a true battleground between the school administration that suppressed variation and students who quietly sabotaged it on a daily basis, and the wealthier the family the more successful the student was.


Fashionable clothes reflected only one level of peer-constructed boundaries. There were additional gradations that were not too different from American high schools.
 Academic abilities divided students into otlichniki (excellent students), horoshisty (good students), and troechniki (poor students). The last, and very important, category was looks, but the beauty hierarchy was more implicit and did not have labeled divisions. My membership in the group of otlichniki (excellent students) and Alina's position at the top of the beauty hierarchy allowed us to study together but know little of each other. After school we went our different ways: I entered a language institute in Moscow, and Alina entered a prestigious department of teaching Russian as a second language that prepared faculty to teach international students from other socialist countries all over the world. Rostov, with its warm climate and mixed ethnic population, was a popular place for international students from East Europe and Africa and several Rostov institutes with international exchange students employed teachers of Russian as a second language. Another, much less attractive career path was to teach Russian to school children. 


At eighteen, most Soviet girls did not think much about their future careers – they dreamed about love. Alina's princess roles on the school stage were not much different from the roles she played in her daily life as a beloved child of the family and a beautiful fiancee of a young man from her school, whom she did not marry in the end. Her first marriage, naive and speedy, happened when she was eighteen and lasted for ten years. Her husband-to-be, also eighteen, saw her when all the city students were brought to the central square for a rehearsal of the seventh-of-November parade. He was smitten, walked up to her and asked for a date, which she agreed on but did not plan to come to. He figured that out and asked to see her home. A week later she was already madly in love and they got married in the winter. She framed the whole story ironically using the royal “we” when she talked about herself: 


He insisted and “we” agreed to get married. But when my mom said: “Maybe you should wait till summer. Look - it is snowing so hard,” I felt she was right, too. I could have waited till summer. But the bridegroom said: “If you don’t marry me now, I won’t persuade you to agree later.” And I thought (raising her eyes and changing her voice to a naive whisper): “Oh! How much he loves me! He has such a romantic nature.” And I said: “Yes, of course. We’ll get married.”


Apart from romantic love, Alina, possibly, appreciated the strong character and the decision-making role that her would-be husband took: Soviet and post-Soviet women often expressed their appreciation of strong decisive men that a woman can “give in” to and so feel more feminine. This does not exclude the possibility of somewhat passive decision-making on her part but she framed herself as naïve and passive in her first union. The marriage and the birth of their first daughter before Alina's graduation released Alina from the grip of the raspredelenie (job placement) system. She stayed at home for three years taking care of the child, which was typical for Soviet women. Women like her who had children during their university studies were allowed to look for jobs themselves when the children reached three. Those who had a job were paid a full salary and their place was preserved for them so that they could return to it. This system allowed women to continue their careers interrupted by the birth of children instead of restarting them from scratch. It was a common experience and nobody thought much of it.

 
In 1986, the twenty-six-year old Alina was on the job market for the first time. She had a teaching degree and she knew that she did not want to be a schoolteacher although she said she was good at teaching. “By pure coincidence,” which can be translated as “with the help of her wonderful parents'  networks and a lucky chance,” she was referred to a vacancy at the city administration – the department of film distribution. The job required a rare background in film studies but they accepted her language and literature degree. Alina mentioned that the job was “waiting for someone special,” a right person from the right network. For a recent graduate who was starting to work for the first time after three years of staying at home it was a dream job in every possible sense: it paid well, offered special benefits from the city administration, and her responsibilities were to watch films and write annotations to them. 


Life was wonderful, fantastic, and just great. When I later asked her to specify to me what the additional benefits were, she mentioned the monthly salary and premiums first of all: 



If young specialists received 100 rubles, I received 140. A whole family could live on that salary. 


Then, there were holiday paiki (food packages containing foods that were never found in the ordinary food stores), which helped relieve the universal women's burden of providing a special holiday meal. 


Food stores in Rostov sold only kabachkovaia ikra (squash spread) and liver sausage. And we received cheese, green peas, chicken, canned sprats. We could celebrate holidays in a decent manner. And you did not need to run around – you just come, pay your money and get it. 


The innocent list of food products that Alina mentioned is highly symbolic in the Soviet perspective. Kabachkovaia ikra (squash spread) and liver sausage were the lowest products at the bottom of the Soviet food-chain. They were the items always found in the stores along with bread and matches. Everything else was to be queued for or competed for. The administrative food packages, on the contrary, contained food items one could never buy in the store: they were only obtained though friendly store managers, distributed through work or war veteran organizations. Younger generations who grew up after the food deficit would find it impossible to decode the symbolic and indexical meanings of this list but Soviet generations would be able to decode one's approximate rank in the hierarchical food-chain by the products they had in their food packages from work. 


After perestroika, what was a public secret became a target of open satire. Vladimir Voinovich
 published the short novel Shapka (A Fur Hat) in 1989 based on the same plot as Gogol's classic novel Shinel' (The Overcoat) and replayed Gogol's plot using the material of Soviet life. The protagonist of the story is a writer who discovers that there is a distribution of fur hats in the Writer's Union. Major writers are assigned reindeer hats and minor ones receive low status hats made of cat-fur. He starts a struggle to prove that he deserves a reindeer fur hat and passes through humiliations to finally receive a high-status fur hat before he dies. The story was turned into a play in 1989, titled Kot Domashnii Srednei Pushistosti (A Pet-Cat of Average Fluffiness) and a film in 1990s. It was a satire, which reminded the Soviet people of their funny and tragic past when fur hats were distributed and not bought and the quality of the hat correlated with one's professional weight. 


I got curious and asked Alina about the clothes, too: where did she get her clothes at the time? 


Oh, we always got shmotki (slang word for clothes) from the black marketeers. Big organizations were distributed among them [the black marketeers], I think. So they brought clothes to us to work. And we didn't need to waste time on looking and chasing them, either.


Benefits aside, what she liked most about her job was the people she worked with – very pleasant and goodhearted. They encouraged her to apply for the Moscow Film Studies Institute and receive a second education in film studies by means of distance courses. She did not take that opportunity for career development because at that time that she met the Big Love of her life. 


In 1988, in the midst of Gorbachev's perestroika that she barely mentioned in her story, she went to a class reunion and met a former classmate there. The loved doll turned into a loving one when their gazes crossed: 


I saw him and he saw me. We left together and we haven’t separated since then. 


They fell in love right on the spot and it was serious on both sides. But she stressed that the impossible happened: 


I saw him and died on the spot. I couldn’t even imagine…(M: But in school you didn’t...) Well, of course, he was in love and I knew that.(M: But you didn’t...) No, of course, not. Remember him – a short guy, curly, red-haired. I was a big girl with lots of suitors in and out of school. Besides everyone has always loved me.


They had to explain the situation to their spouses - both were married with children at that time - and moved in together right away. If her first marriage was framed as a childish whim, where she was the responding side rather than an active participant, in her second marriage, she was a much more mature and active. The tone, in which she described the second romance, had not a drop of irony: 



...the feeling which he… (pause) I am so grateful to him for that. Because this is the man for me, this is the man of my dream. He turned out to be this kind of man. And I will love him no matter what happens between us….There is no doubt that he is in my heart forever.” 


Being married to the man of her dreams moved her to the dreamworld she had always wanted to inhabit: the family world. She brought the daughter from her first marriage into it.


Summing up the Soviet period of Alina's life of a princess, we can make a tentative list of the building blocks for a princess life during the Soviet era using Alina's story as a case-study. Her geographical position was favorable: a large urban city offered better living conditions, public spaces, and a professional job market. Her family's social status was another favorable factor complemented by good income, secure social status, and a loving atmosphere. A prestigious school created possibilities for middle-class children to move in a comparatively homogenous community. Being surrounded by universal love and admiration helped living a dream on and off the school stage and entering a  prestigious education ensured the reproduction of her parents' social capital. Her career trajectory was ensured by starting a privileged job. And, finally, she found her 'prince,' a man she deeply cared about, though on the second attempt. All these factors stayed at the background of the fairy-tale story that she wanted to live.


The self-image as a princess and the construction of a deterritorialized dreamland expands the depiction of Soviet selfhood usually found in literature about Soviet women, who are always referred to as being constructed by the state as “mothers and workers.” By taking into consideration only the official discourse and discussing Soviet and post-Soviet identity in binary terms, scholars deny Soviet  life a variety of experience: “in contrast to the unified ideal 'mother and worker' of the Soviet period, there are now a myriad of masculine and feminine types, perhaps even a 'discursive explosion' around gender identity...” (Pilkington 1996: 16)  Alina's story suggests that an actor's imagination in the Soviet era was not limited to the authoritative discourse prioritizing one's identity as a worker: the relationship between the identities of women in their own narratives and in Soviet ideological texts are complex. Drawing on the common culture and ideology, Soviet people had a vast set of selfhood models available to them. Alina did not wrap her identity around her workplace, she wrapped it around romance that she created using her parent's model. She was prepared to live this romance, and its setting was a home. 

6.3  A Dream of A Happy Family


The new family life almost coincided with the collapse of the whole Soviet way of life, which she mentioned very briefly: They began closing everything, destroying everything, money began to devalue. A few days before the shock therapy was introduced, she gave birth to her son, whom she was going to raise under radically different economic conditions. In the first years of her second marriage, money was scarce but parents on both sides helped them. Her husband had a prestigious job that paid well during the Soviet era but the market reform turned all salaries of state employees into peanuts. Despite his low-paying state job they managed to survive and be happy. 


Over the most economically unstable decade of the 1990s, Alina stayed at home with a small child. In mid-1990s, however, her husband quit his low state job and moved into private law practice. His income then was high and supported the whole family. Her decision to stay at home was a choice and the dream of many Soviet women - to be a housewife - and she had the lucky chance to experience it, albeit in the post-Soviet times. Her ideas of femininity, woman's role in the family, and the vision of family happiness partially reflected the Soviet discourse and partially her family history. Becoming a housewife and creating an ideal family was something she claimed that she always aspired to. The vision of the ideal family was a replication of the family life she had as a child:  


Family dinners, walks arm in arm, children chirping nearby. I have always wanted this because I grew up in this. Naturally, this stereotype lives in me. 


Western feminists argued (Bridger and Kay 1996: 36) that the roots of the post-Soviet problems that women encountered could be traced back to the Soviet policies that promoted an image of women as mothers and homemakers. The Soviet state, in fact, had a contradictory combination of norms regulating and shaping all spheres of women's lives: women were expected to be heroines at work, to meet high femininity standards in clothes and makeup that pleased a male gaze in the absence of basic consumer goods, and to create a comfortable home for husbands and children under the conditions of food shortages. Gorbachev's stance may have revived an essentialist discourse on family roles when he offered women the chance to return to their traditional positions as housewives and caretakers, but it was also a way to respond to the wishes of Soviet women and acknowledge the challenges they faced. Feminists overlooked Gorbachev's progressive stance that he recognized the triple load of responsibilities that women had had to bear not as their natural wish but as what was imposed on them. Unlike the previous Soviet leaders, he searched for a positive experience from the West and, like most Soviet people, projected his own dreams onto it. Many Soviet women gladly accepted the ideas that seemed so novel: they knew that women in the West were not obliged to work and envied them exactly for that. In any case, they had to take care of their children, house, family, food and other chores after work. Becoming a housewife meant not only having an easier life, it connected Soviet women with life in the imaginary West
 and gradually developed into a symbol of financial success of men in the market economy.


 Economic reforms also moved men's and women's spheres increasingly apart: in the 1990s, successful middle-class men stayed at work all the time, while their wives stayed at home.
  Having a wife at home became one of the markers of the upper middle-class. Women returned to creating the archetypal “family nest”  for their men to return to after a day of struggles in the cruel world and sacrificed their own careers (Ries 2004: 406). Wealthy cosmopolitan elites moved wives to a new position, “managers of family consumption”: men had to learn to earn money and women – to spend it. The new power dynamics in family life did not come without cost: bread-winners could leave the family and former “consumption managers” found themselves in a pitiful situation with no income, career or marketable skills. 


The allure of the home paradise did not last long for Alina and, like many women, she discovered that the life of a housewife was not as exciting as she had imagined. It was full of boredom and meaningless housework: 


Several years later, I grew tired. I started having depressions. Because children grew up, they, each of them, had their own life. And I was diluted in their life. With pots, with all these things. Because at home no one sees that work. I gained weight. I tell you, I was fat and ugly! I did not like myself, I was not liked, I suspect, by those who were around, and I personally felt very uncomfortable. 


The family paradise started showing serious cracks, too, but she never mentioned it to outsiders. Covering the excessive drinking of her husband and sensing his infidelity she kept the family together for another five years. In retrospect, her parents' family paradise was based on the regular Soviet workday. Having a heart-attack if the husband was late from work was impossible when men worked several jobs or unregulated hours. Besides, private practice required her husband to attend court proceedings in different cities, and while he earned good money, she saw him less and less. 


Alina decided to go back to work though the family did not need that income.  Re-entering the job market in the late 1990s turned out to be more daunting than she had expected: 


And when I made a move, there is nowhere to go to work! I was about thirty-five, around that, and there is nowhere to go! Because the knowledge that I had according to my diploma has, naturally, disappeared. I wanted to work! But it was [indignantly] unclear, unclear where to go to work?! 


She repeated unclear twice stressing, I think, that the world had changed immensely while she was at home. It had lost its lucidity, its basic features - work. The post-Soviet job market created new discrimination based on age – all employers wanted employees to be below thirty-five and once that border was crossed, finding a job became even more difficult. The job search took a few years – there were no vacancies that looked interesting or attractive at all. Finally a friend of the family offered her  the entry-level job of a secretary in his office and she agreed. It was a low start but she was wise enough to understand that there was no other way. She had to learn new skills: using a computer and managing the office. With time, her responsibilities became broader, she took over the sales department and the virtual warehouse, and she was proud of herself. Her salary was raised and things began to look normal again. But an interpersonal conflict with a female accountant, who was “the queen of the boss’s heart” made her quit. She was very-very upset. She stayed at home for a few months recovering from the stress and searching for another suitable job, when the family life collapsed. The story of family troubles is no longer a romance genre and the genre of it changes: it culminates in an extremely dramatic scene that I will present. After the family collapse, Alina's life would resume its movement towards the “Cinderella-in-reverse scenario” again.


The core of the narrative was her husband's irresponsible behavior at an important moment: her daughter's entry exams into the university. Her daughter, she told me, is a brilliant child:


...not because she is my daughter, such children are born not often. (pause) She was just born like that - she is the smartest one, the most beautiful, she can do anything. And, on top of it all, she gets everything with ease, she applies a little effort and it all works out. You understand? I am not afraid of an evil eye because I have been observing her for 21 years. She has always been the best of all. Such children are not born often, not because I am the mother but because I know – they are not.


For entry exams, her daughter's academic brilliance was supported by finding a person on the entry exam committee willing to receive a financial reward that ensured the highest marks. Parents knew that entry exams were not always fairly graded, especially, oral exams where disputing the grade was impossible. For competitive schools, such as law school, the competition depended not so much on the knowledge of the students as on the sums their parents paid to the exam committee. Alina sent her husband to deliver the money but he disappeared with it. Her daughter did not receive an excellent mark and her admittance into the competitive department was threatened. As a mother, Alina was angry at such lack of responsibility about the future of her child. She considered that to be the last straw. She found her husband's whereabouts and threatened him on the phone with all the anger of an archetypal mother:


And here I just, I just got him. I found him! And I told him: (speaking slowly and in a very low threatening voice) “If you don’t do that, if you don’t give her a push now... See, if you don’t do something now so that she is admitted, I don’t know! You won’t be alive! You will regret it all your life if you survive…” I don’t even remember what I told him, and he did it - he brought the plan to the end. But how much nerves it cost me!


Nancy Ries (1997) pointed out that the discursive construction of Russianness and gender through narratives is based on constructing femaleness through stories about sacrifice, endurance and magic, and maleness through stories of drinking and mischief. These stories function as a mechanism of the cultural transmission of gender norms. This story of motherly sacrifice and great love reflects these genres. 


The echo of Alina's cinematographic past can be seen in the vivid imagery with which she constructs the culmination of her story: the last day of waiting for the final results of exams and admitted students. This is the picture of her daughter, bed-ridden and suffering, and herself turning to prayer as the last resort: 


I remember the last day so vividly. The lists are already hanging on the wall, she is lying in bed, a green corpse covered with flies, and I am standing in front the icon of “Umilenie...”



The culmination of the whole life narrative is coming; that is the most emotional part of the life story, a watershed between the life she lost and the life she had when we talked. The scene includes flashes of horror film (“a green corpse covered with flies”) and intense drama (“and I am standing in front of the icon”) establishing the setting for the life-turning moment. Before the lists of admitted students are released, Alina desperately prays to the icon of Mother Mary, her daughter’s patron saint. Although there is no logical explanation of the impending disaster other than a blow on her daughter's self-esteem if she was not admitted into the university from the first attempt, Alina presents the entry exams as a matter of life and death. The picture is painted in short and brisk strokes and her tone significantly changes at the moment of reciting the prayer:


 And I am standing in front the icon of Umilenie
, her icon, Mashka’s icon, she is Maria, and there Maria is still a bride, when she is still a virgin: (changing her voice) You are a mother! You are the holy tsarina and you know the feelings all the mothers. My pain cannot be compared to yours, of course, because you lost your son. I beg you – help! Take all I have and give it to her. (Pause) I shouldn’t have said that, as I later understood. But at that moment, this is what I thought. (Pause) Well, it turned out that I, so to say, lost everything that I have always wanted to have. I lost my family, the man I loved. Because after that when... (pause, unfinished phrase). And here he calls and says: “It’s OK. She’s admitted.  


In Alina's symbolic representation, she lost everything in the moment her daughter was admitted, everything that she cared about. The story becomes an archetypal story of a parent living for her children, of a mother's sacrifice for her daughter. 


This scene echoes – in reverse - The Death of a Pioneer, Eduard Bagritskiy’s (1932) poem, which all Soviet schoolchildren learned by heart at school. It is the passionate prayer of an uneducated and old-fashioned mother at the deathbed of her daughter, a young pioneer, begging her to put on a cross before dying, which the girl silently refuses. The mother in the poem belongs to the generation that would expect miracles to come from kissing a christening cross, the daughter – to the generation that believed in the pioneer salutation that she gave to the invisible future. This is one of the numerous examples of the complete reversal of Soviet discourses in the post-Soviet time: an educated Soviet-raised mother, who had recited  The Death of the Pioneer in her childhood, prayed for her daughter’s success to an icon as the last hope to influence a situation over which she had no control. Whether it was the prayer that worked or not, Alina's daughter was successfully admitted. 


The story contains a new spacial element of the post-Soviet life: the phrase “I am standing in front of an icon” means that there is now a spot in the house where the icon is placed or hung and one can stand in front of it. By the 2000s, the last Soviet generation invisibly split into inveterate atheists and passive or active Orthodox Christians and icons began appearing in private homes; drivers placed small paper icons in their vehicles to protect them from road accidents. Moments of personal crisis, psychological pressures and social stress
 proliferated in the transition and created external conditions for questioning, inner transformation, and the personal search for meaningful models of the world. One of the functions of the icon in the story is to symbolize help from external forces.


Alina, as an experienced player in the social world, had made all the necessary preparations a mother would make so that her daughter would be successful: money was set aside for the bribe and her husband was given the task of finding the right person and paying it. Had everything gone smoothly, the surface story would have been that of a victorious admission of a brilliant student. But the wheels of the mechanism were disrupted by her husband, who not only had gone on one of his drinking bouts but took the money and failed to deliver it. Not knowing where her husband or the money was, Alina prayed to the icon and arranged a symbolic exchange with the patron-saint: she sacrificed all she had for her daughter’s future. The icon story gains explanatory power over the losses in her life that followed and her lack of control over them: she remained separated from her husband, she had to look for employment and accept non-prestigious secretarial jobs and her living conditions, which I will describe later, were shockingly bad.


Her victory for her daughter's future came at a high cost of herself: she took the decision to get separated from her husband since the family romance was not working. The life of the princess, whether it was real or imaginary, ended and it was she who put an end to it. It was 2003, and she was over forty.  

6.4 Moving Backwards to the “Cinders”


It is difficult to imagine how prepared she was for the next stage of her life – the one she labeled as Cinderella's, referring to the time when the story character is a drudge covered in cinders. She had never before moved across class boundaries in the opposite direction, nor did she know how to keep up her living standards. “Unlike so many of their counterparts in the West, Soviet women in their thirties and forties who have lost their jobs or suffered a major drop in their standards of living have never before experienced the insecurities of the job market. They have never encountered lay-offs and redundancies, been obliged to accept part-time work or short-term contracts, or had to change direction completely in order to earn money. As Bridger explains, the graduates among them have never experienced competition for jobs in their field or been obliged to move into a career their degree had not trained them for” (1996: 160).



The desirable homemaker’s role was also a vulnerable one in case of family failure: it left women with children to support and without means to do so, as they had not developed marketable skills for the new job market. Many women, including Alina, were past the magic age of thirty-five that was set by the new job market. Her professional career was reversed – from a high start in the city administration to a secretarial entry-level job at a notary's office. The job was suggested to her by a former classmate, who had been her friend for over twenty years. Her position involved a very basic set of job responsibilities - typing notary documents. She felt that she had to explain to me why she accepted it:


Because who else needs me?!! Should I become “master chistoty” (master of cleanness)? Pardon me, I don’t want to be a master of cleanness! We haven’t been debased to that degree!  


Master of cleanness is a mock-phrase meaning a janitor, a cleaner – the lowest status

anyone could think of. And the royal “we” that follows that phrase is an emotional response to the bottomless precipice that opened under her feet in the new life. 


 Although I think that if I were in such a situation that I'd have to, I wouldn't have...


She never finished the phrase. I think she meant “I wouldn't have much choice.” Poverty and humiliation were very real at that point. 


The research done in Moscow on the adaptation of women to the new job market looking at joint ventures in the newly developed service sector suggested that “the crucial point about the interaction of work and gender and generational characteristics is linked more to individual attitudes and responses than to a priori  economic characteristics. Belonging to a specific age group per se is not a meaningful category; what places people on one side or the other of the victim/survival fence is the ability or the opportunity to decode the new economic and social environment and the mental flexibility to learn how to operate within it” (Bruno 1996: 46). In addition, networks of friends from school, university, and previous jobs played an important role in a job search. 


So I  started a job with a notary. Because there – what’s so special – you sit and type notary documents. You earn as much as you get done. In a way, it’s a well-paid job. Frankly, I survived three months there. Because, firstly, she [her boss] paid little; secondly, she treated me  awfully. She started correcting my Russian, adding commas everywhere, correcting grammar mistakes that, in reality, were her mistakes and not mine. I know Russian – I spell everything correctly. But she wanted all these comas everywhere where they should not be - which annoyed me a lot. Then, due to these corrections, she fined me all the time, I had turned into a nervous wreck. Really! I was afraid to approach the computer, I was afraid to do anything because whatever I do, it would be wrong. 


And once, when she corrected one of these so-called mistakes, I came up to her and said: (speaking in a very low voice) “Galina Dmitrievna, I was taught Russian by the professors of Warsaw University and in that particular field. And you, Galina Dmitrievna Yushkina, a notary from the town of Budionovsk
, are not an authority figure in that field. Please, prepare my final paycheck.” 


She quietly prepared the check and I left. 


The episode is consistent with the role of the proud princess but the consequences of pride backfired: she left the job that supported her and was back at home. The next step was to start looking for a job again. 


When the storyteller considers the story to be important, the narrative slows down and a particular story is told in greater detail. This story is an indignant and emotional reaffirmation of the social roles in a situation when they become jeopardized. Alina rejects a lower status subordinate role in this story and submits her counter-arguments: better education and residency in a bigger city. She added value to her big-city education by referring to a moment in Russian history when Warsaw University was evacuated from the approaching German army in WW1 and moved to Rostov. In 1915, this was a big event for Rostov, which had never had such an influx of academics before. The Bolshevik revolution changed many things, and by the 1980s this moment of history had a symbolic nature rather than a real impact on student life. However, the small town of Budionovsk was far from even dreaming of such grandeur. Rostov with over a million residents was beyond any comparison with Budionovsk with its tiny population of fifty thousand. Alina masterfully used the past geographical divisions in Soviet society to support her claim to a higher symbolic status in a situation when she needed to defend herself. Unable to compete with a powerful but ignorant boss she quit.  


Her loyal school friend stepped in once more and saved the situation. She could only help Alina with finding secretarial jobs with notaries, which was her own professional field, but she managed to find a job for her daughter and another secretarial job for Alina. It was when life settled down more or less that Alina discovered the after-effects of the stress she had lived through: 


I began working and suddenly I see that I can't do the work. Although I know that work, I had already spent some time doing it. I make mistakes. I miss.. (pause) I mistype numbers. I confuse names: Alekseevich - I type Aleksandrovich. And then I check and do not see my mistakes... As if a devil pushes me! In the first month, I give people documents without the notary stamp. Things like that. I decided that I have sclerosis, that I am done in, that I must go to the garbage disposal, that I must die.


She did not share her troubles with anyone beyond her closest friends but it was not easy. The stress of the loving woman and the sacrifices of the loving mother came out as typos, wrongly placed or forgotten stamps and other mistakes of the employee. She did not go into describing her feelings to me either but she called the story in retrospect a Santa Barbara. The famous soap opera was a code for the world of cheap passions - love, lust and betrayal, and not the world of the high romance she had been building or hoping for.

6.5 Self-Portraits of a Woman


Alina's story contained a series of self-portraits capturing herself at different moments of her life. In the first one, Alina described herself as an object of love and admiration - a doll that her parents, her classmates and everyone else adored. Then, when she met her second husband, the doll turned into a loving and loved woman. The third self-portrait is that of a devoted mother but that image is not separate, it blends with the previous self-portraits: 


My children are used to my being a normal, merry, beautiful mother. (pause) Although for my daughter I am more of a friend now, but for my son I am a beloved woman… He is in this wonderful age when he is between being a grown up and still a small baby. He is drawn to me, he misses me, he tells me at night that he loves me. I care very much about it. 


She remembers to be a beautiful woman in her motherly role and acts not only as a giver of love but also as the object of her children's love. But in one place in the story, the icon episode, the archetypal mother figure stands out in its pure form, not blending with other portraits; in it, she conducts a symbolical exchange sacrificing her doll-like beauty and the loving woman's passion for her daughter's future. 


The most contradictory portrait in her portrait gallery is that of herself as an employee. No longer an object of a loving gaze, she looked at herself from the outside, through the eyes of her boss: 


She is a wonderful woman. But she needs an employee and not a woman with a bunch of problems. And I am stressed. But I can’t sit down and complain to her:“See, this is what I have at home.” I prefer not to do that ever. 


Alina declined a role in a soap opera Santa Barbara, she was dragged into this plot against her will. Her refusal to accept the powerless role of a wife of a drinking and unfaithful husband deserves admiration. Interestingly, the female circle of friends who knew that story, was divided: some women agreed that she was right, others considered it an unwise proud act and thought that she should have kept the family together by pretending that she did not know anything. But Alina, who always considered herself a follower, a person who preferred the financial security of a relationship, found herself to be not only proud but also defending her role in her own story. The symbolic capital of her love was powerless against the financial capital that her husband acquired, which pushed him out of the loving family circle into excessive drinking and infidelity. That was too far from the family paradise and dangerously close to soap opera passions - she decided to put an end to the whole story. 

6.6 The “Palace” as the Setting of the Romance


From the story Alina told me, I imagined a wealthy middle-class setting as the background of the Big Romance. A strange detail in her story, however, grabbed my attention and brought up a radically different picture, which was edited out from the narrative until the romance ended. This is how I discovered that the settings of the Big Romance were, in fact, far from palatial. She was telling me about her wonderful parents, who grew sick and tired of their daughter's living arrangements and decided to refurbish her apartment. This is a piece of our interview script:


A: My parents were saving money for a car. They wanted to buy a new one. And here, my retired parents took all their savings and said: “Daughter, we’ll refurbish your apartment.” 


Me: And what place was that? That apartment.


A: It was the apartment where we lived. The one without conveniences. I have just asked my husband to leave us so he is gone. During that time we installed gas…


M: You serious?!! You did not have gas?!! 


A: No! We did not have a toilet (pause, she may have looked at my bewildered face and decided to share a vivid detail). Yes! And my handsome husband in cashmere coat took buckets of slops and poured them into a manhole in the yard. Seriously! But I had Big Love instead.


She was ironic that time about “Big Love.” As I learned then, it was possible to refurbish the old house easily but they planned to invest money into buying a new place, not refurbishing the old one. What she did not share with me was that the plan had never been realized. Maybe, she was not sure yet, maybe, she suspected his deceit but still had hope because she seemed to retain that nice and romantic girl inside her. Later, I heard from common friends that her husband walked away with all the savings and bought the new house for himself and his new partner. Cinderella was, thus, returned to cinders and poverty, where the fairy tale originally started.

Conclusions


Alina's story offered a paradox: she remembered her Soviet past as a regal privileged fairy tale, which ended with the loss of her class privilege and experience of inequality in the post-Soviet time. The Cinderella tale in reverse contrasts the fairy-tale that the nation is told every night: that we are all on the way from communist rags to capitalist riches, and it is only a matter of time. Time, however, was one of the tricky factors that worked against everyone approaching fifty and pretty women in particular: aging and losing the symbolic capital of good looks was inevitable. New “dolls” were coming to the stage. The introduction of an overtly sexual element into the post-Soviet labor market and the emphasis on personal appearance in mainstream employment have left the aging female population with even fewer chances in the market (Bridger and Kay 1996: 32-33). 


What everyone expected from the market - strengthening plurality and individual freedoms – never occurred; it has reinforced essentialist sex roles – that of a masculine bread-winner and a feminized and dependent house-wife. Soviet women dreamed of being allowed to occupy the positions that Western feminists dreaded most – that of home-makers. Thus, gender spheres were separated even further than in the Soviet era with its traditional male and female spheres. The socialist-type family, where men were held responsible for taking care of the wife's and children's emotional needs, has been replaced by a post-socialist career-oriented businessman and his house-bound wife that covers the family sphere and his rear. Alina's dream of the family harmony of her parents was impossible as the new technology of successful masculinity required the removal of the private sphere from the masculine business field and extending the boundaries of this field to include most of the businessmen's spare time (Yurchak 2001). Housewives who stayed at home were prone to economic insecurity in case of a family collapse so they had many good reasons to tolerate their husband's behavior compared to Soviet women. Thus, the changes and masculinization of business affected the family gender dynamics. Women should not, however, be portrayed as victims or having no choice. Alina is an example of making a difficult decision, where she had to accept a loss of status to preserve her personal integrity. Not a single time did she portray herself as a victim, always – as a decision-maker, except for her first marriage at eighteen. 


The domination of the melodramatic genre in her story has led to editing out mundane details of everyday life: the lack of basic conveniences that she put up with. The genre of romance dictated where the focus should be and what should be overlooked. Her story points to the possibility of agents to create a narrative of lived experience filtering out the parts of reality that disrupt the story. The narrator controls his or her experience by controlling the story. When I called Alina to discuss this Cinderella chapter, I also asked her who she thought she was now. She paused for just a moment and responded with a touch of uncertainty: Maybe, I am the queen now. 


She has recently become a grandmother and was very excited about it. She has also found a new job with the help of a former colleague from the city administration. The former colleague had become the head of the public relations department of a large telecommunications company. She somehow learned about Alina's family collapse years later and invited her to fill a vacancy in her department. That was a serious breakthrough for Alina – morally and financially. The invitation was selfless, she told me, it was a gesture of female solidarity. 


Despite the absence of direct historical references, Alina's story is immersed in history, which remains at the background of the narrative. It has abundant details indexing the changed relationship between the Russian state and the women-mothers. Whatever limited power Soviet women had before has disappeared with the dissolution of the Soviet state: generous maternity leave, a network of pre-school institutions, after-school care, and state support of single mothers. Alina's metaphor of the story of Cinderella backwards could be extended to many other women as well. 

CHAPTER 7.

REFUSING TO CHANGE.

Patterns are rarely found in life narratives due to the value of the authorial voice in individual experiences. A transition to a pattern or any other form of abstract logic hollows out the story. Early in my fieldwork, when I tried to look for patterns, I discovered a group of people who chose various positions of “non-participation” in the post-Soviet reality and struggle to preserved parts of the Soviet past. 

I will briefly outline three examples of life trajectories and philosophical frameworks to analyze the unexpected tenacity of socialism. What united the narrators was their refusal to accept the new commercialism and the abandonment of the narrative of public good in social life. Their life choices and personal values reflect the values of the groups they identify with - their ‘imagined communities': for instance, one of the powerful narratives in the Soviet times was the narrative of intelligentsia.
 It was much harder to drop that highly prestigious identity but preserving it also came at high price due to the pressures of economic transition. 

All the storytellers are Soviet professionals – a musician, a physicist, and a sailor. The first two have a university education, and the sailor graduated from a four-year vocational school.

A Musician (Accompanist)

Olga is a single woman in her late forties, very well-read and well-traveled in Soviet times. She was raised in a happy Soviet middle class family that identified with Soviet intelligentsia: her father was an engineer and her mother was a doctor. Olga's life narrative is also embedded in the narrative of the intelligentsia. This narrative, born in nineteenth-century Russia, was characterized by its critical stance towards the state, adherence to cultural and not to material values, and professed individual creativity (Gudkov and Dubin 2009; Kustarev 2006). Since the outset intelligentsia aspired to enlighten the narod (the masses) and act as its voice. 

Olga's father was always critical of the Soviet power and regularly listened to the Voice of America, but otherwise followed the Soviet lifestyle. In her childhood, she was sent to ballet school and to a music school. She later chose music and graduated from a music college and the local conservatory. Her professor recommended her, as one of the best piano players of the conservatory, to be employed in her own alma mater. Olga did not talk about it but I knew that it was an exceptional achievement for a musician and she must have been very proud of it. When Gorbachev's glasnost came, her family welcomed the change. 

She designed a novel and experimental program, The World of Music, to teach  primary school students how to understand classical music. Glasnost opened opportunities not only for various forms of co-operative commerce but also for experiments in education: university faculty and school teachers got unimaginable freedoms in what to teach. Numerous creative pedagogical experiments enlivened the educational scene. Olga enjoyed her work with the children, and the school administration was very happy. 

A family tragedy (her father’s death and her mother’s long illness) put an end to that work: for the following thirteen years she had to take care of her very sick and incapacitated mother. She was used to holding herself to very high professional and personal standards. So, as a good daughter, she reduced her workload to minimal hours and spent the rest of the time at home with her mother: “Friends and concerts were a luxury I could no longer afford.” Confined to the house, she read a lot and began writing poetry. Her second attempt to produce creative work came after her mother’s death: she worked on an opera with a local composer, who was very sick at the time, but that work was not finished due to his subsequent death. 

Olga’s story demonstrates biographical continuity and unwillingness to change on several levels. She preserved her professional career since she had found her true calling during the Soviet period and has had no intention to change it or her workplace. What changed dramatically after the collapse of communism was the world around her. For two decades state educational institutions as well as the whole budgetary sphere have been stripped of money and state support. People who used to take pride for being non-materialistic were now paid so little that it was a difficult decision to stay in the profession. But they did. Talking to other conservatory musicians, I repeatedly heard the words: “Everyone who works here does not work for money” and that was true in a very direct sense. There must have been reasons why they continued doing this work but they did not speak about them. 

Another female musician from Olga's cohort told me that she begged the rector for several years during the Soviet time to give her a job at the conservatory. She was prepared to do anything for it. He agreed to give her a chance but first subjected her to very strict professional testing and, when she passed, gave her a part-time job for the first year, in which she received a very low salary. The story had a striking resemblance to a symbolic initiation into a closed monastic order - the initiate has to prove her dedication to the spirit of the place. 

The conservatory, I discovered, was one of the post-Soviet institutions where barricades have been constructed by the local intelligentsia against the advancement of the market. It operated on a very slim budget but could afford to keep a critical stance towards the Russian state and its leaders. To my surprise, I found that the letters of the rector on the website of the conservatory
 were in sharp dissonance with the ubiquitous praise of the Putin government.
 Money had no say in the Rostov conservatory: employment cannot be ‘bought,’ bribes at entry exams were unheard of – faculty had to meet not only high professional but also moral standards to become part of this institution. The rector proudly mentioned to me that his institution was the one that swims against the commercial stream, stays out of the lists of government favorites for getting grants, and, despite that, remains one of the best conservatories in the country. As an educational institution and also an ‘imagined community,’ the conservatory has been created by the values and practices of post-Soviet intelligentsia in Rostov to signify a place where money does not count, where only professional skills are valued, and people keep a critical eye on those in power. These stories send out a message that no matter how the world changes, the intelligentsia will not change its values and devotion to enlightenment, spirituality and non-material gain. Sadly, non-materialism and culture were much more valued and much better paid in Soviet times when non-materialism was a privileged part of the ideological value set. No matter how critical intelligentsia was of the state, they shared a common ground, goals and certain values. 

As the whole state-funded sphere was underfunded and kept sinking during the 1990s, workers of educational and cultural institutions who were dedicated to the goals of enlightenment, had to pay a high price. Many left the field: there was a huge exodus of men due to the pressures of becoming a breadwinner and providing for their families but women also switched to more financially rewarding fields, becoming secretaries, retailers, and home tutors. The vacancies were filled by retirees who were pushed back into the job market by their dwindling state pensions. There is an on-going generational crisis in all state-funded institutions in Russia: for a couple of decades, new generations have been siphoned off into more financially rewarding fields and very few new people chose to come and work in state institutions. A retired woman I talked with on a bus ride complained to me that they had no one to whom to pass on their experience: there were no young people in education and culture any more. 

Olga's narrative and her everyday life exhibit cultural codes of belonging to intelligentsia: her home library, the way she saves her meager salary to go on trips to famous museums around the world, the way she never asks anyone for any favors, even choosing poetry as a form of creative expression. She declines any engagement with the commercial aspects of the new life that surround her and struggles to save high culture though she sadly acknowledges that the world of classical music has given in under the avalanche of pop culture. 

Her story has links to several themes within the intelligentsia narrative: an emphasis on preserving the national cultural heritage, the search for creative and spiritual development versus material gain, and a critical stance towards the state. The price of such non-conformity within the market is high: to survive, Olga leads an extremely frugal lifestyle, works long hours in two accompanist jobs that both pay very little, and heavily relies on disability benefits from an old physical trauma. Her apartment has a retro-look resembling intelligentsia apartments of the 1970s with bookcases lining the walls and old Soviet furniture (Boym 1994), it has no modern kitchen appliances or even an automatic washing machine. The only sign of modern times is an old computer she uses for reading electronic journals and books.

A Physicist turned programmer, turned businessman, turned poet and tutor.  

The second life story is interesting as it shows the long-lasting repercussions of the Soviet ideals disseminated through literature, in particular, science fiction. Soviet arts and literature were powerful weapons for the creation of the Soviet subjectivity. The success of the Soviet space conquest in the early 1960s gave a powerful thrust towards dreams about social justice and the spread of communist ideas around the world. People enthusiastically repeated: “The first sputnik is Soviet! The first spaceman is ours! The communist tomorrow of the whole humankind is already close!”
 

The unofficial ban on science fiction was lifted, and dreams about space and the future took an ideological turn: science fiction books pictured a classless society of the future based on universal humanism and communist ideology. These books gave inspiration to generations of readers that formed the Soviet intellectual and professional elites.

Victor is a man in his early fifties, with a wife and an adult daughter. In Soviet times, he graduated from the physics department of the local university and through some friendly connections got a job at a remote seismic station in Siberia. His goal was to have plenty of free time for personal intellectual development and poetry writing. The Soviet job market had plenty of niches where people inspired by personal development could find full-time jobs that required only a few hours of work. Victor remembered with nostalgia working for half an hour a day and spending at least twelve hours on self-education and creative writing. Extremely idealistic, as idealism was promoted among the Soviet youth, he was greatly influenced by the science fiction novels of Strugatskie and Efremov that described the happy life of an imaginary advanced civilization of the future. Its member professed an advanced, recognizably communist, ideology and struggled to bring change in another civilization that professed a backward, capitalist, ideology. 

Upon return from Siberia, Victor taught himself programming and was offered a job through his social networks of physicists. The rhetoric of perestroika, economic acceleration and reinvigorating communist ideals inspired him to start a private company with a friend in the early days of Gorbachev's rule. The company looked for offers that were creative and personally exciting for its young founders. When they got ‘unexciting’ offers, such as organizing a workshop to sew clothes, which could bring good money, they tried to avoid the boring side of business and pushed the responsibility on each other. When they finally failed, they separated. 

This time Victor registered his own company to develop and sell computer programs. Her selected schools and hospitals as his primary clients since these were the two most important social spheres. If he wanted to change life and make it better, it was not through sewing clothes but making a serious contribution to society. His ideas were in accordance with the Soviet rhetoric that Gorbachev used but he was soon ousted from power and market reforms were launched. 

Unfortunately, the state budget could not support the broad network of social services any more and school and hospital budgets were drastically reduced. Hospitals struggled without basic medical provisions throughout the 1990s, teachers' salaries remained unpaid for months and neither schools nor hospitals could even dream of computers. Victor managed to sell a few programs to a few progressive hospital managers, who experimented with new models of medical standards. 

Though his programs won medals at competitions, his earnings were insufficient to pay the few employees he had. As a responsible company owner, he paid himself only what was left after paying the salaries of the others, and sometimes there was nothing left at all. In the mid-1990s, one friend asked if he could use his bank account because his company was not registered officially, and they started sharing the bank account. Victor started using the money of another company to fill his financial gaps. Alcoholism was another factor that contributed to his demise: he gradually embezzled a huge sum. The thugs who were sent to his apartment to collect the money could not find anything valuable to take away – his family continued to live very poorly. The worst was that Victor was terribly ashamed of himself and the situation; he even considered selling the apartment to pay the debt – a move that would have left his wife and daughter in the street. Luckily, no force was applied to him – the other company just withdrew from further cooperation. Victor was very embarrassed about that part of this story but he also said that it was a big relief to tell it – it was the first time he talked about it and it was a cathartic experience. 

Stories circulated in post-Soviet years about friends or acquaintances completely ruined by starting a joint business and losing their long-term friendship in the process. Victor struggled to understand where he lost direction on the road paved with his initially good intentions to make a valuable contribution to society and ended in hell. He had a personal identity crisis, locked himself at home for a week and at the end of it decided to quit business once and forever. “He is a poet, he cannot do business,” his wife, who backed up his decision, explained to me. Trade, which was the road to success for others, was not for him. “I need gigantic goals,” Victor told me explaining why trade or producing clothes was something he never seriously considered.

Currently, the family lives in utmost poverty in the same dilapidated flat. Victor writes poetry and tutors schoolchildren in math: he invented a unique method for teaching children who fall behind the demands of the school program. Math tutoring for him is a respectful contribution to the intellectual enlightenment of the young generation. The pragmatism of the current Russian life, with its money-making and career chase, is alien to him: social good has been removed from the country’s goals. “How can you ever find national goals when your life is focused on your personal gain?” he repeated to me. He had thought about it many times but failed to find an answer. 

 For Victor, like for people from the older Soviet generations, the fall of communism left a void in the place of the life-forming narrative. He shared the narrative of social idealism within the Soviet ideology and it formed an important part of his personal identity. The loss of that futurist-idealist narrative left him displaced both spatially and temporally. Spacial displacement meant that now he lived in a different country, which no longer directed people's professional achievements towards the common good or even cared about them. Temporal displacement, by the Marxist notion of stages of social development, meant that the country had discarded the narrative of the ‘bright future’ and had been moving backwards toward the ‘dark past.’ Despite the initial enthusiastic involvement with the social change initiated by Gorbachev, many people rejected, like Victor, the ideas underlying the market ideology. 

Victor’s life narrative has broken away from the country’s narrative. His isolation and non-participation in it is a voluntary and conscious choice to continue along the path of truth and universal progress in his own life. 

A sailor turned businessman turned Christian

The third life story I present in this chapter is told by a man in his early forties who is married and has a daughter. Gregor is a successful businessman who has shops around the city that sell designer lamps for elite homes. He lives in a gated community and owns several pieces of real estate in the city. In his Soviet youth, he was connected for a short time with the black market: a relative made regular trips to Moscow, where she bought cosmetics and resold them in Rostov. Occasionally he helped her or went on his own. It gave him extra cash and some basic experience with trade when it was still illegal. His mother raised him alone and did her best to provide for his needs but he always wished to have a better life as an adult, and that is what he has now.

There were some opportunities for a better-off life in the USSR: sailors, for instance, were known to earn good money and go on trips abroad. He went to a college and he became a sailor-fisherman. He graduated at the age of eighteen and was dispatched to a state fishing company in the Far East in the early 1980s. He began earning very good money from the very start: a 6-month shift at sea brought him 11,000 rubles, compared to the average state salary of 80-120 rubles. He paid little attention to politics and missed the time when perestroika started, but within a year he discovered that Gorbachev’s reforms allowed his friends at the shore to earn the same money he earned at sea, and even more. He started trading and quit fishing. 

Gregor's trade scheme was very basic – bring red caviar from the Far East to Rostov and take shoes and boots from Rostov to the Far East. The Soviet prices for airplane tickets and postal services were so low that he began mailing boxes with shoes to the Far East and travel light. He remembered the moment when he cashed his traveler’s checks at a local bank: the teller called all the management to double-check his signature – they had never seen a nineteen-year old with such big money. Gregor switched to trading across the Ukrainian-Polish border, when he discovered the opportunities of shuttle trade. For years, the business scheme remained the same, only commodities changed. He discovered his current niche in the market by a pure chance: a friend asked him to bring a chandelier for his new apartment. He started selling lamps first at the central market through a network of kiosks and shops, and now has a whole floor at a modern supermarket. He maybe repeating the career of the Rostov tobacco magnate, who started from a kiosk and quickly expanded his business building the largest tobacco factory in Russia. Since 1998, Gregor has had a franchise with an Italian lamp designer. His Italian partners were the first people who taught him how to do business and he was very grateful that he met them.

This happy story had an unusual twist: instead of developing a business-owner mentality and indulging in success, Gregor turned to Orthodox religion and became a strong believer. He saw God’s hand - and not the market economy - in directing his life to where he was now. I was told by his friends that he regularly went on pilgrimages to Orthodox monasteries all over the world and was very serious about his faith. Money and the material world were no longer important to him as he aspired for other - spiritual – riches. Interestingly, he subscribed to non-materialistic goals within his increasingly material world. 

Religion in his life narrative created continuity with his family tradition. He learned prayers from his grandmothers in early childhood and now this bore a double significance: remembering grandmother and remembering God. Though in his Soviet past he did not subscribe to a non-material narrative within the Soviet moral education, he searched for it in the post-Soviet years. Religion was recently suggested as a replacement of the moral education of young people to fill the gap left by the discredited communist ideas and not filled by any market-related moral philosophy. The Russian state discussed the possibility of reintroducing religion as a school subject in 2009.
 Common people seem in it a way to avoid the crude materiality of the post-Soviet market and find their way to the world of ‘eternal’ values. There is a traditional opposition between byt i bytie (the everyday grind and the essence of living that dates back to early Christianity and the construction of the Russian cultural frame of seeing the worlds (Boym 1994).  

Conclusion 

The post-Soviet transition and introduction of market ideas has created unprecedented opportunities for individuals to reinvent their identities and value sets to fit the new country’s goals, but not everyone hurried to embrace the market. I discovered individuals who actively constructed symbolic barriers to the pervasive monetary ideology and held a critical stance towards the new state-promoted discourses. 

The three life stories presented in this chapter are united by varying degrees of resistance to the market and suggest different personal reasons for for this resistance. They offer an explanation of the unexpected tenacity of socialism and complement the studies of post-socialist nostalgia and the search for a missing ideology. I see them as the efforts of agents to preserve some meaningful parts of their past and link their lives to values of broader social groups: intelligentsia, Orthodox Christians or truth-speaking poets. The results of the 2003 survey of the Levada Center pointed to the fact that 60 per cent of Russian citizens still considered themselves Soviet people.
 Personal choices to reaffirm some of the past Soviet narratives and resistance to the market development are often fraught with increased economic pressures and failure to succeed in economic activities, although the third example shows that some succeed financially without necessarily embracing the market ideology. 

The first narrative illustrates the devotion among the Soviet intelligentsia to spiritual values, its ability to challenge the market and to come together to preserve the national cultural resources and its own sub-culture when its existence has been put at risk (Levada 2006). The second story is based on individual withdrawal from social activity not only in response to the lack of success but also in response to dropping the narrative of common social progress and reversing it in the current state meta-narrative. People like Victor saw that the massive return of Soviet symbols after 2000, which was initially interpreted as continuity with the Soviet past, was only a façade as the old symbols were emptied of their referential humanistic ideas. The third story represents a rewarding engagement with the new market reality on the surface but is a story of symbolic disengagement. The Orthodox religion can be viewed as an exit strategy for successful business elites unwilling to live in a world defined by materiality. 

Biographical work in modern Russia is characterized by occasional radical breaks with the past and the destruction of previous social structures and symbolic codes (Zdravonyslova and Tkacheva 2004). Life stories of ordinary citizens are constructed from mixed symbolic material where the “ghosts of past socialism” and the “phantom of the market” serve as radical poles between which personal narratives must be located. 

CHAPTER 8.

FINDINGS AND CONCLUSIONS.


Given the complex and contradictory processes that accompanied the post-Soviet transition, I became interested in experiences of ordinary people who lived through the fall of communism and underwent resocialization in the new society while being part of the process of its construction. I focused on the experiences of members of a particular generational cohort, the last Soviet generation, whom I see as social actors with an intriguing set of past experiences: they were socialized and made their decisions about their life trajectory assuming that communism was forever, but they had more flexibility than other Soviet generations to test the new opportunities due to the simple fact that they were in the early stages of their professional careers and could drop them or redirect them. This flexibility of professional trajectories was also combined with being young and more open to experimentation and change. The life narratives that I collected demonstrate that the majority of my research participants searched for creative expression that they could not have under communism or forms of entrepreneurship that brought immediate revenues in the early years of perestroika and market reforms. 


 Life narratives are the most essential product in which an individual's past and present is narrativized and shared. Its construction involves a creative process of authoring experiences and negotiating meanings relevant to the story of the self. This kind of narrative focuses on personally important moments of becoming and the interaction with one's social context through actions and behaviors based on the concepts about the world. I sought to understand how individuals negotiated and integrated the post-Soviet transition into their life story navigating among contradictory discourses and moralities of socialism and capitalism. Finally, I looked for links between micro-history (individual stories) and history: the former being embodied history that humans carry in themselves through the fact of living and the latter the official historical meta-narrative created by professionals and powerful groups. I critically explore the tension between the pits and falls that ordinary people have lived through and the meta-narrative of economic progress and normal life that holds and legitimizes the current Russian socio-economic order. 


To answer my research questions I recoded unstructured life narrative interviews with thirty participants, from which I selected the ones that offered insights into the post-Soviet developments. I also conducted structured unrecorded interviews with local academics and public figures on important issues of the local cultural and social life. My methods included discourse analysis of the local media (television programs, newspapers, journals and magazines), archival research of local publications, and ethnographic observation of public spaces to document the process of value change and how it was reflected through the way public spaces were reorganized and how different – personal and impersonal – events were framed. Where possible, I conducted participant observation in people's homes and workplaces. 


One of the challenges of life narrative research is the exceptionally large bulk of data and I had to select stories to present various aspects of the transition. For each narrative, I constructed “a biogram” mapping out the personal and historical chronology of events of the transition depending on the social contexts that were relevant. I added broad themes and discursive frames relevant to that story and looked at presentations of these themes and frames in other interviews and the media. I paid special attention to metaphors and intertextual references to contextualize and connect an individual world with the cultural products of the social groups that this individual identified with. My analysis used several disciplinary frameworks asking sets of questions from sociological and anthropological perspectives, searching for insights from semiotics and cultural studies that needed translation to Western audiences, and finally forging the link between the national historical narrative and micro-history. 


The city with  its streets, squares, monuments and buildings has been the physical and the symbolic space that provided the setting for individual narratives and the national historical narrative –  the distant past, the Soviet period, and the national present. Rostov presented a rich memory-scape of layered history, where some periods were recovered, some traditions reinvented and some parts physically and symbolically moved to a distant corner of attention. I found many signs of the new Russian ideology and value system based on the meta-narrative of capitalism as progress and the joining with Europe in public places throughout the city: new plaques and monuments commemorating the imperial and pre-revolutionary past, newly constructed business centers, plazas and shopping malls. The Soviet period was jammed between the pre-revolutionary grandeur and the post-socialist glamour. This change was also reflected in the local narrative – the city history. Looking at the city guides, I demonstrated how Rostov's commercial present is reconstructed in guide-books as a continuation of the merchant's trading traditions but the structure of the text mimics the structure of Soviet texts. The change comes from taking the Soviet values and reversing them: what used to be bad has become good. The new historical narrative stumbles into the Soviet period of the city history, a period that is presented as a deviation from the normal capitalist development, but also as the time when the population got access to better housing, schools, and health care, among other public services. Since memories and identities of several living generations are connected with that part of history, Soviet memorial places are preserved but moved to less conspicuous public spots. Thus, the city-scape is a constant reminder of the diverse pasts and the changes that took place in the country in the past decades. It also reminds those who were raised under a different ideological order about the complaisance of history and collective memory that can be ordered to remember what the current moment dictates.


In my main chapters, I take a close look at personal narratives that highlight different essential experiences in the post-Soviet transition that have shaped individual's understanding of the transition and change. I counterpoise the contradictions of the narrative of progress, rationality and normalcy professed by global capitalism and Russian capitalism and look at how individuals were affected by it and how they tried to understand it. Individual lives reflect the lives of hundreds of other people because the forces that shaped one life acted on hundreds and millions of others. What is unique about each story is the authorial voice that gives meanings to individual experiences. 


Chapter 3 described the new role of money in the post-Soviet life. Money underwent a radical change between “safe” money under socialism and “dangerous” money under market capitalism. In its new capacity, money can cost one his or her life, can raise and ruin one's financial security, and lead to gaining or losing one's home and family. Using an example of a Soviet scholar well-versed in Marxist theory I point to the difference between the knowledge of how capitalist money works in books and in real life and the rapid change of good and bad luck. The protagonist of the chapter creates a successful scheme, in which he earns hundreds of thousands of dollars over one year but he loses everything and gets himself in debt that he has to pay back for over a decade. He is lucky, however, that he has not lost his or his family members' life despite multiple threats. His struggle to explain to himself why he did not succeed where others did brings him to using religious and magic beliefs as the best possible explanation. I conclude the chapter highlighting the level of confusion about individual experiences in the first decade of economic transition and the new function of magic as an explanatory framework for the effects of the global “casino capitalism.” 


Chapter 4 focused on the life of a working-class woman raised in a state boarding school system as part of the plan to speed-up the advent of communism. She struggles between good and bad models of selfhood and finally accepts the Soviet morality as an advanced social narrative compared to the alternatives scripts of criminality and delinquency. But her overblown allegiance to Sovietness makes her an outcast in her own social group, when she tries to impose the norms of conscientious work and honesty on others. By the 1970s, the Soviet society, in general, is disillusioned and her efforts to motivate people do not bring results. This chapter gives me an opportunity to look at the utopian dreams of the Soviet state, which is often represented as an evil and coercive force, and its generous efforts to implement a dream about a novel person. However, it fails to motivate or effectively coerce the masses, which develop alternative models of selfhood and multiple strategies that undermine the implementation of the state dreams. I found such elements of the sub-culture of the working class  “dissent from below” as theft from work and a criminal code of honor focused on not working for the state under any pressure among a wide range of identity-building and solidarity practices. Moving into the post-Soviet period, the protagonist of the chapter finds that her hopes for honest work and good pay are confronted again by a whole system of tricks, lies and injustices because the former liars moved on the conveyor of history into the new society. The idea of a new society seems impossible from her position. Her disillusionment with the corrupt people around her takes her into the deterritorialized realm of poetry, where she tries to come to terms with her life and the people around her. 

Chapter 5 looked at the trajectory of a woman who described her life as the Cinderella tale in reverse and explored the structural conditions created by the socialist society and destroyed in the post-Soviet life. The movement from the communist rags to the capitalist riches generated conditions for a reverse movement - losing a higher class status, economic security and professional career. Middle- and upper-class women who left the workforce to be housewives lost their economic independence and sacrificed their careers, which made them increasingly dependent on men. Their economic vulnerability has considerably changed the dynamics of power and gender relations in the family as men became the leading breadwinners. The family roles of men and women were reversed from more equal partners (though women arguably bore a double load in the Soviet family by working at work and at home) to a traditional family model. Women-mothers who stayed at home with children and were formerly supported by the state lost that support and became extremely vulnerable in the post-Soviet era. They can no longer take long maternity leaves and return to the same workplace to continue their careers. However, the chapter demonstrates that its protagonist refuses to accept that vulnerability and makes the choice to walk out of her financially secure marriage. Returning to a self-dependent position, she revives the Soviet script of a powerful woman that could make choices. The chapter highlights the power of the narrator to be the author of his or her life and to create a consistent narrative out contradictory details.

Interpretation of the Findings 


When I was reading ethnographies of post-socialism, I realized that the focus on one particular phenomenon (bribery and blat; violence; adultery) was not helping me to understand how the life of ordinary people 'on the ground' was shaped by all the transition processes acting simultaneously but not equally on everyone. I wanted to construct my analysis in the opposite mode: take individual experiences and personal meanings that framed them and work back to the social processes. 


In the concluding chapter, I am offering emic understanding of subjective  experiences of ordinary people when the props of the Soviet life were removed and the fields of the post-Soviet risks and opportunities were opened for exploration. It would be impossible to claim that I have a comprehensive, all-encompassing picture of the post-Soviet reconstructed life from a small number of life narratives – what I am looking at are fragments of the larger story that provide insights into some dramatic breakdowns that occurred on the level of personal lives when capitalism was linked to the previous socialist script. 


The first and perhaps most obvious difference between socialism and post-socialism is a major change in the subjective meaning of money - not from the economists' but from an ordinary person's perspective. Socialist money was safe money. Wages were balanced, predictable, and reflected the minimum living standard and the reliance on social networks for obtaining scarce goods and services did not imply risks for one's life or family well-being. Post-socialism changed the meaning of money dramatically. Capitalist money was dangerous – it generated violence and financial schemes of a scope that has never existed before. An average Soviet person could hardly imagine a situation where he could lose his home and end up in the street with the whole family; a post-Soviet person knew at least someone in his immediate networks who did. If personal success was never directly tied to one's income under socialism, it became a priority after that since money gave one direct access to purchase everything he or she wanted: homes, clothes, trips abroad to name a few. The new risks spread and included family members who had never attempted risky money deals, but could suffer from one member's careless actions. 


On the other side was the possibility of gaining a lot, something that Soviet people did not know either. There were people who dramatically improved their living conditions and lives over one or two decades through successful entrepreneurship. Money now worked in both directions – as a destructive and a constructive force – but an essential one that entered people's lives. In addition, personal success was never so closely connected to one's income under, but it had now become primarily connected since money gave direct access to everything: homes and foreign travel, for instance. Conspicuous spending that has developed over the past two decades as a way to signal one's success is a novel phenomenon, too.


Another difference between socialism and post-socialism is the emergence of overt mechanisms of constructing inequality. Soviet middle-class professionals passed their status to their children through several mechanisms of class reproduction: sending the children to prestigious educational institutions, helping them to avoid raspredelenie (state job placement) to rural areas, and assisting the young people with a good job through personal networks. When the transition started, the professional trajectories of the young people from the last Soviet generational cohort took several directions. Some people left their state jobs to explore the new opportunities in the market. Some people stayed in their state jobs, which paid so little that it was necessary to make a difficult choice between poverty or working two jobs to remain loyal to one's profession, or move to a lower status but a better-paid job in commerce. Many state enterprises and institutions and most of the Soviet industrial enterprises closed down, releasing hundred of thousands employees into the new reality of unemployment. Within a decade, the previously uniform social groups, such as former classmates or university cohort-mates, diversified, setting some people on a trajectory towards forming the new elites and some on a downward spiral towards marginality. These differences, however, were leveled for at least a decade by friendships that had formed in the Soviet era and by the ups and downs that could rapidly reverse success and failure. Those who did not want to change or search for new opportunities found themselves in a new social position regardless: the world around them changed so dramatically that even if they remained in the same spot, they still lived through a grand-scale change.


Another dramatic change that the post-Soviet era brought about was the removal of state support mechanisms for women. Compared to the current situation of Russian women, Soviet women could enjoy equalizing mechanisms, were much more economically protected and had more power in society. The post-Soviet transition started by freeing women from the obligation to work, which only the successful businessmen could offer to their spouses. But the underside of that was that women, who stayed at home as housewives, lose their economic independence and social value in the eyes of their children. 


Since the 1990s, Russia has entered a lasting demographic crisis: for two decades the country has demonstrated a negative population growth. The new Russian state has no plans to resurrect the previous system of social protection for women-mothers. It has adopted a new policy offering mothers a lump sum of money for having a second child called “mother's capital,” which is equal to $10,000. The results of this policy launched in 2007 are not yet clear. However, the nation-wide crisis in mortgage payments in 2009 has made the state reconsider its plans about the accessibility of the “mother's capital.” Initially, this sum could not be touched for the first three years but currently it has been agreed that women could use this money for mortgage payments. Thus the banking crisis has been taken care of but it is still unclear how the new mechanism is going to reverse the demographic trends.


What I was surprised to discover was that life narratives present a different frame on individual experiences in change. In contrast to much of the current literature on the post-Soviet transition that presents the Russian people either as sufferers or as explorers of the new consumer world, I did not find people lamenting over the difficulties and troubles that they lived through. On the contrary, the research participants, most of whom encountered serious problems during the transition, framed them as transient troubles and focused the narratives on their strength, endurance, and wisdom to live through the difficult times or neutralize the adverse circumstances if they could not solve the problems. The lamentations that Ries (1997) found in Russian everyday talk and which she considered to belong to the cultural production of Russianness, were, in my opinion, ritualized everyday exchanges to build solidarity among the speakers. A life narrative, on the contrary, is a tale that incorporates periods of troubles in a non-lamenting way and focuses on the strong and resilient self. This type of narrative offers a different picture of one's engagement with reality. 


The intensity of dramatic experiences in the post-Soviet era was much higher than before. The presence of people in one's personal networks who lost their life in risky entrepreneurial deals or whose life dramatically changed - went downhill as a result of adverse luck - was a strong reminder about the dangers inherent in the new system. New risks and opportunities left indelible memories in many people's life stories, some of which will be 'forgotten,' silenced or excluded from the publicly shared life narratives. The current Russian elites downplay their Soviet past and especially their road to  current success. But many people who currently occupy prestigious and successful positions in the new social hierarchy had lived through unpleasant moments when they hit the bottom: they performed low-status work to accumulate the starting capital or engaged in somewhat illegal activities to support their families. In a short period of time they lived the life of the lower-classes or marginal groups before they managed to raise themselves again to their current positions in the hierarchy. Memories of these lived experiences will be edited from their official story or they may fade away as new and more socially acceptable personal narratives are developed. But the same experiences can be interpreted by the storytellers as symbols of the price paid for the current success. This research has captured life narratives at a particular moment of time and presents subjectivities that will keep changing as lives are being lived. 


The study reasserts that the last Soviet generation has been actively engaged in different forms of interaction and exploration of opportunities and lifestyles as well as reproduction of the meaningful parts of their Soviet past. Their lives are an intertextual narrative production on many levels: they reflect the social 'speaks' of the Soviet-era groups and 'languages' and social codes of the new post-Soviet groups. 


As a result of this study, I see clearly that the unique creative potential in life narratives lies in the authorial position of the story-teller towards his or her own experience. If views or values can be extracted from individuals and turned into quantifiable survey data, the deep connection with the authorial voice resists creating patterns of experiences by separating them from the life narratives where their unique meanings originate. The authorial position and voice reminds us of the creativity of the narrative mind that can not only choose frames to organize the stream of disconnected and contradictory events without a message but also to create new frames by composing a coherent story. The author of the story can recreate his/herself as a winner in a symbolic world, the world of meanings constructed from the material of the outer and the inner worlds.


Finally, I found the period of transition with its hybrid and contradictory social discourses an exciting and informative topic. Millions of people witnessed how one and the same aspect of living rapidly passed through very different social narratives before it was incorporated in the current official meta-narrative. For instance, Christianity was initially embedded into Soviet narrative and everyone knew the Marx's popular paraphrase that “religion was the opium for the people.” In the perestroika years, it was reversed and many progressive communists, including the first Russian president Boris Yeltsin, turned to Christianity as a form of public announcement of discontinuity with their Soviet past.  Finally, the new government took an active role and supported the revival of the Orthodox religion as the national storage of humanistic values that now worked hand in hand with the new meta-narrative and governmentality. 


The post-Soviet transition is a period of deconstruction of one form of governmentality and can be seen as a temporary gap of capturing people's minds while the state recovered its strength and was searching for a new national idea. In the absence of 'guidance,' social actors did not stop deconstructing and reconstructing the fabric of social life through their daily practices. But they had more freedom and a unique opportunity to drop the socio-historical roles which were imposed on them but which they made inhabitable, and to explore the new world of possibilities by making meaningful personal choices. 
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�The Pokrovsky Cathedral, the Pokrovsky Corporation and the monument to Empress Elizaveta





� Rostov-on-Don. The official internet site of the city administration.





�In 1918, this building housed the Staff of the Volunteer Army with generals Kornilov, Denikin, Alekseev.





�The Street Peddler





�The Higher Party School in Rostov, http://community.livejournal.com/arch_heritage/216532.html





�http://www.romeo-juliet club.ru/ dseffirelli. htm 





�Lenin's Medal of Labor





�The Wall of Honor





�A private house





� Astor Plaza Business Center





�


A Soviet mosaic in an underpass depicting collective farmers' labor.





� Two generations of Cossacks





�The Monument to the 1905 Workers' Strike





�


Bass-reliefs on the walls of the building Kupecheskii Dvor (The Merchant's Courtyard)





� Tsvetaeva 1928








�	 The term “social contract” means a silent agreement between the Soviet state and the population that the latter could have certain freedoms in exchange for obedience and political support. More in Stephen Hanson, The Brezhnev Era, ed. Ronald Suny, ed.Cambridge History of Russia, Vol. 3 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006).


�	Anna Kushkova, “Sovetskoe proshloe skvoz' vospominaniia o podovol'stvennom defitsite” [The Soviet Past through Memories of Food Shortages] Neprikosnovennyi Zapas 2 (N64 2009). 


�	Vladimir Nikolaev, Sovetskaia ochered' kak sreda obitaniia [ A Soviet Line as Habitat] (Moskva: INION, 2000).


�	 There is also a claim about the existence of occupational genres (Jordan 1989 cited by Linde 1993:53-4) 


�	http://labyhov.clan.su/publ/6-1-0-5


�� HYPERLINK "http://re-port.ru/articles/37014"��	http://re-port.ru/articles/37014�. Accessed March 23 2010.








�	 � HYPERLINK "http://www.DonTR.ru/"��www.DonTR.ru�.  Accessed on March 19 2010.


�	“Where shall we find Marx?,” an article published by RosBalt-Yug, http://rostov-gorod.ru/index.php?id=7884


�	 The most famous was toppling the monument to Dzerzhinsky, the head of the secret police, by a revolutionary crowd and also the creation of a park of toppled monuments in the center of Moscow near the New Tretyakov gallery.


�� HYPERLINK "http://www.novayagazeta.ru/data/2005/67/04.html"��	http://www.novayagazeta.ru/data/2005/67/04.html�


�	In 2007, Chub received a prize for supporting theater and arts The Golden Mask. http://www.donland.ru/search/info.asp?infoId=10400


�	Kto glavny (Who is the boss) 2006. 


�	Cossacks are a socio-historical community that settled at the borders of the Empire as a resident army and developed a specific culture and lifestyle. They had a degree of independence from the center and a military-based self-organization. Another group that blended with Cossacks was the freedom-loving serfs who fled their owners and settled on the margins of the Empire. 


�	A personal interview 2009.


�	All the translations from the guidebooks are mine.


�	 � HYPERLINK "http://www.novelrussia.ru/blog/124.html"��http://www.novelrussia.ru/blog/124.html�. Accessed March 30 2010.


�	Miroshnichenko, ibid., p.117


�	Rostov. Epokha kompromata [Rostov. The Era of Dirty Laundry], Kommersant N 53 (1456), 27 March 1998. Also Rostovskie chinovniki lishilis' sponsora [Rostov officials lost their sponsor], Kommersant N 61 (1464), 8 April 1998.


�	The rating was conducted by an independent non-governmental project to fight corruption in tenders conducted to place state purchase contract,  � HYPERLINK "http://www.nrpz.ru/news/2007-12-11_1/"��http://www.nrpz.ru/news/2007-12-11_1/� Accessed on 19 November 2007.


�	Atlas Sotsial'no-politicheskikh problem, ugroz i riskov yuga Rossii (Rostov-na Donu: Yuzhnyi Nauchnyi Tsentr RAN, 2006). 


�	Komu v Rostove zhit' khorosho [Who has a good life in Rostov] Komsomol'skaia pravda 2 September 2004. Also TVTz,“Zhit' ne vo lzhi” [To live without lies], 24 October 2004.


�	 � HYPERLINK "http://multitran.ru/c/m.exe?l1=2&l2=1&s=%F6%E5%F5%EE%E2%E8%EA"��http://multitran.ru/c/m.exe?l1=2&l2=1&s=%F6%E5%F5%EE%E2%E8%EA�. Accessed on March 20, 2010.


�	Atlas Sotsial'no-politicheskikh problem, ugroz i riskov yuga Rossii 2006. Rostov-na Donu: Yuzhnyi Nauchnyi Tsentr RAN.


�	Alexander Ostrovsky (1823-1886), a prolific playwright, whose immortal plays discussed many aspects of money in the early years of Russian capitalism. They have been on the Russian stage for over 150 years and got a second life and a new meaning in post-Soviet period.


�	More in Lovell, Stephen, Anna Ledeneva and Andrei Rogachevskii, eds. 2000. Bribery and Blat in Russia. New York: St. Martin’s Press, Inc.


�	    Glenn E. Curtis, Russia: A Country Study, � HYPERLINK "http://countrystudies.us/russia/57.htm"��http://countrystudies.us/russia/57.htm� (1996).





�	The Young Communist League is abbreviated in Russian as Komsomol.


�	A tour of the Golden Ring has always been the best and most popular tour both for Russians and foreigners. Tourists visit kremlins, monasteries, cathedrals, and churches that date back to 12-18th century in the oldest Russian towns – Vladimir, Suzdal, Kostroma, Rostov Velikii, Yaroslavl' and several others depending on the length of the tour. The towns are open-air museums of ancient Russian architecture. 


�	Electronic sources: � HYPERLINK "http://dic.academic.ru/dic.nsf/ruwiki/627814"��http://dic.academic.ru/dic.nsf/ruwiki/627814�. Accessed February 2010. � HYPERLINK "http://bse.sci-lib.com/article007535.html"��http://bse.sci-lib.com/article007535.html�, accessed February; � HYPERLINK "http://bse.sci-lib.com/article087193.html"��http://bse.sci-lib.com/article087193.html�. Accessed February 2010.


�	A house in the center of Moscow, which is described in Bulgakov's famous novel “Master and Margarita.” It was a secret, semi-legal 'insider's knowledge' passed within circles of Moscow intelligensia from person to person and was akin to symbolic initiation into intelligensia circles.


�	 Ledeneva compares Russian blat to the functioning of informal contacts and connections such as quanxi in China (Yang 1994) or zalatwic sprawy in Poland (Wedel 1986). (p. 186)


��
	 Gevorkian, Timakova and Kolesnikov, Ot Pervogo Litsa. Razgovor s Vladimirom Putinym [From the First Person. A Conversation with Vladimir Putin] ( Moskva: Vargius, 2000).
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